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II 
Abstract 
In my master’s thesis, I predominantly focus on the lyrical composition of the American 
nature poet Robert Frost and the contextualisation of ecological and ecocritical deliberations 
through the use of his poetic work. Excluding chapter one, which discusses the historical 
framework and development of the ecocritical philosophy, the dissertation chiefly consists of 
close examinations of Frost’s selected poems while embedding them as constituent parts into 
the chapters pertinent to the treated subject matter. The central point of chapter two is Frost’s 
implementation of the pastoral mode and style in his poetry, drawing attention to the 
dichotomy between the rusticity of the countryside and the modernity of towns and cities. 
Chapter three considers the coexistence of mankind with the total indifference of the natural 
world, including man’s unspoken relationship with the animal kingdom, and how these 
creatures may become the projections of human consciousness. Finally, chapter four tackles 
several Frost’s poems which illustrate the physical and psychological struggles of humanity in 
colonial times and during the course of war. Furthermore, the advancement in military 
technology intensified the annihilation of human lives and well as the destruction of nature. 
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III 
Izvleček 
V magistrskem delu se bom ukvarjal predvsem z liriko ameriškega pesnika Roberta Frosta, ki 
je prežeta z vplivi narave in okolja na človeka. Z natančnim preučevanjem njegovih pesniških 
del bom v kontekst postavil ekološke in ekokritiške razprave. Z izjemo prvega poglavja, v 
katerem bom obravnaval zgodovinski okvir in razvoj ekokritiške filozofije, bo magistrska 
naloga večinoma vsebovala poglobljene analize izbranih Frostovih pesmi, ki bodo kot 
sestavni del vključene v ustrezna poglavja glede na njihovo tematiko. Osrednja tema drugega 
poglavja se nanaša na Frostovo uvedbo pastoralnega načina pisanja poezije s poudarkom na 
razpetosti med rustikalnostjo podeželja in sodobnim načinom življenja v mestnih naseljih. V 
tretjem poglavju se bom soočal s človekovim sobivanjem z naravo in njenimi ostrimi zakoni 
divjine, poleg tega pa bom zajel tudi tiho razmerje med človekom in živalskim kraljestvom, 
ter kako lahko ta bitja postanejo projekcije človeške zavesti. Zadnje, četrto poglavje 
obravnava več Frostovih pesmi, ki ponazarjajo fizične in psihološke boje človeštva med 
kolonializmom in v času vojn. Napredki v vojaški tehnologiji so pripomogli k dodatnemu 
uničevanju tako človeških življenj kot tudi naravnega okolja. 
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IV 
Table of Contents 
Acknowledgements ..................................................................................................................... I 
Abstract ..................................................................................................................................... II 
Introduction ................................................................................................................................ 1 
Chapter One: The Framing of Ecocriticism ............................................................................... 5 
1.1 Nature under Christianity and Immanuel Kant’s Rational Philosophy ............................ 5 
1.2 The First Industrial Revolution and the Era of Romanticism ........................................... 8 
1.3 The American Romantic Tradition and Early Nature Writing ....................................... 11 
1.4 The American Transcendental Movement ..................................................................... 15 
1.5 The Second Industrial Revolution and the Rise of Ecocriticism .................................... 17 
Chapter Two: The Pastoral Style and the Fading Natural World............................................. 22 
2.1 The Pastoral Mode of Robert Frost ................................................................................ 23 
2.2 The Fading of Nature and Man’s Detachment from the Natural World ........................ 32 
Chapter Three: Human Coexistence with Nature and the Role of Animals ............................ 42 
3.1 Human Coexistence with Nature .................................................................................... 42 
3.2 Animals and Their Welfare in Frost’s Poetry ................................................................. 51 
Chapter Four: Colonialism, Wartime, and the Technology of Dread ...................................... 65 
4.1 Mankind’s Colonial Endeavours .................................................................................... 67 
4.2 Wartime and the Technology of Dread .......................................................................... 77 
5. Final Thoughts and Conclusions .......................................................................................... 87 
Works Cited .............................................................................................................................. 91 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 
Introduction 
Hailing from the New England region, more precisely from the state of New Hampshire, in 
the Northeastern United States, Robert Lee Frost (1874–1963) dedicated his life’s work to 
writing nature poetry. Although his poetic style is refined and most excellent, a merit upon 
which Frostian specialists and critics generally agree, he is considered by many to be a poet 
who refused to operate within the traditional framework of nature poetry writing. Whereas 
other nature poets of his time produced pages upon pages of ink on the beauty, benevolence 
and exuberance of the natural world, Frost remained quite stern in his perspective towards the 
capricious environment around him. His nature poetry is almost never of either-or type; it is 
neither gloomy nor cheerful, neither merry nor melancholic, neither light nor dark. Instead, 
Frost advocates for the reconciliation between the hardships and supreme indifference of the 
natural world, and the human condition—the consciousness, the thought, the mind. In doing 
so, Frost was, in his time, one of the only authors of nature poetry who opted out of taking a 
one-sided stance and granting nature the usually ascribed recuperative and even divine 
qualities. For the sake of human betterment, he argued, nature should be taken as the 
elementary touchstone against which our society should be measured, and out of which a 
renewed, enlightened mankind would emerge in due course. 
The roots of first truly ecocritical deliberations, which would gradually be subsumed 
into the ecocritical practice, took hold in 1960s. They were embodied in the form of modern 
ecological movements
1
 which supported the idea of man’s responsibility for the environment. 
In the United States, two prominent ecological societies are the Wilderness Society, with Aldo 
Leopold as one of its founders, and the Sierra Club, co-founded by John Muir. Both Leopold 
and Muir are widely recognised as distinguished advocates of ecological consciousness, and 
their environmental societies saw an upsurge in membership following the end of World War 
II. In addition to the rising public awareness for a greener Earth, focusing on the reduction of 
air and water pollution, treatment of both toxic and non-toxic waste, and nuclear radiation, the 
signing of the World Charter for Nature in 1982—the United States voting against it—
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  Paraphrased from Jožica Čeh Steger’s book Ekokritika in literarne upodobitve narave (Ecocriticism and 
Literary Depictions of Nature) (16–17). 
 
 
2 
contributed tremendously to establishing a respectful and appropriate human behaviour 
towards the natural world.
2
 
To define or otherwise delineate the ecocritical mode is an arduous task. There are a 
great number of definitions readily at hand which attempt to encapsulate the undertakings of 
ecocriticism. Cheryll Glotfelty, one of the most well-known and avid pioneers of ecological 
literature, states that “ecocriticism is the study of the relationship between literature and the 
physical environment” (xviii). By extension, since literature is in its entirety the product of 
humanity, one may also claim that ecocriticism explores the human connection with the 
environment within which it is situated.  
Ecocritical approaches in literature aim at some of the fundamental concerns regarding 
this unseen yet acute relationship. Together with Harold Fromm, Glotfelty outlines in their 
book the scope of this correlation and says that ecocritics are keen on asking such questions 
as: How is nature and/or the environment represented in a literary work? What is the role of 
the physical environment in literature? What is the connection between the environment, race, 
class and gender? How has wilderness as a concept changed over the course of time? To what 
extent is the environmental crisis becoming part of the contemporary literature and popular 
culture? How do the media and the politics view nature and the environment? (xviii–xix). The 
questions, of course, stretch far beyond the ones I include here, as the area of literary 
exploration covered by ecocriticism is very vast indeed. 
In order to cast enough light on ecological and environmental issues of our time, the 
institutions of science and literature must work in unison. While scientific circles discover and 
propose concrete solutions for nature preservation, academic literature writing, with its 
polemics, criticisms and observations, helps to contextualise environmental matters, warns 
about the existence of such problems, and brings them into the foreground. Hence, Greg 
Garrard argues that  
environmental problems require analysis in cultural as well as scientific terms, because 
they are the outcome of an interaction between ecological knowledge of nature and its 
cultural inflection. This will involve interdisciplinary scholarship that draws on 
literary and cultural theory, philosophy, sociology, psychology and environmental 
history, as well as ecology. (14) 
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Each analytical approach serves its own function, and, for the purpose of achieving the best 
possible comprehension, neither should be fully excluded. With this in mind, poetic writing 
should also receive adequate treatment just as other academic literature usually does. To this 
end, the primary focus of my master’s thesis is on lyrical composition as a method of 
conveying and acknowledging environmental pressures. With the exception of chapter one, 
which puts ecocriticism into the historical context and discusses its framework, ideology and 
objectives as they developed through time, the core of the dissertation consists of an 
ecocritical reading of the selected poems by Robert Frost, and each poem is incorporated 
within the appropriate chapter based on its subject matter (e.g. “Stopping by Woods on a 
Snowy Evening” in chapter two, “The Exposed Nest” in chapter three, and “The Gift 
Outright” in chapter four). The emphasis in chapter two is placed on Frost’s poetic mode and 
style, primarily taking into consideration the pastoral tradition, and how the poet illustrates the 
relationship between the diminishing rural world and the technologically superior but banal 
and morally deviant urbanity. The theme of chapter three encompasses human coexistence 
with the harsh laws of nature, while also taking a look at how the animal kingdom embodies a 
vital part of the natural world as experienced by man. Lastly, chapter four includes some of 
Frost’s wartime poems in which the critiques of man’s colonial pursuits are inescapable. 
Furthermore, technological progress in the field of industry spawned thousands upon 
thousands of war machines whose sole purpose seems to have been to cut a man’s life short. 
As the body count skyrocketed as a result of new killing instruments, technology began to be 
frowned upon by some literary critics, writers and poets—Frost included. The atrocities of the 
First and Second World Wars, especially the Holocaust and the bombings of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki, brought human ethics before a major precipice, and the acts themselves stir 
premonitions of apocalyptic proportions in the minds of some people.  
As previously established, my approach towards Robert Frost’s poetry will 
predominantly have an ecocritical locus; the poems selected in the thesis will be considered 
from an equal perspective, where I will delve into the great span of ecocritical contemplations 
and standpoints in order to apply them to the poems and explore how employing this 
ecological gaze can help us to infer a very different set of teachings and moral lessons from 
the conventional ones. I make extensive use of Deirdre Fagan’s Critical Companion to Robert 
Frost in order to contextualise and interpret the majority of the chosen poems. These readings 
then serve as the backbone for the following ecocritical analyses. For the comparatively much 
more scarcely researched field of ecocriticism, I lean on my own ideas, understandings and 
versions of the poems with the help of a plethora of literary authors who made seminal 
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contributions to the literary-environmental studies through years of research and operation. 
Among such authors are: Greg Garrard and his book Ecocriticism; Cheryll Glotfelty and 
Harold Fromm, two authors who pioneered the field of ecocriticism, and their anthology The 
Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology, which provides a wide array of 
ecocritical views and meditations by a number of authors; and Jožica Čeh Steger, a Slovene 
author of the ecocritical framework as presented in her book Ekokritika in literarne 
upodobitve narave (Ecocriticism and Literary Depictions of Nature). Also worth mentioning 
is the complete collection of Robert Frost’s works by editors Richard Poirier and Mark 
Richardson, Frost: Collected Poems, Prose, & Plays, which is used as the source for every 
Frost’s poem included in the thesis. 
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Chapter One: The Framing of Ecocriticism 
Throughout the centuries of mankind’s involvement in the web of natural currents, the 
prevalent anthropocentric value system has delineated the scope of interaction between the 
human and nonhuman realms. Whereas nature always held a secondary position in relation to 
humanity, recent decades have seen substantial progress in the development of ecological and 
ecocritical fields. These areas of expertise make valiant attempts to ennoble the natural world 
and improve its status within the human-centred society. At all times, man has taken 
precedence over nature and pacified it on the grounds of his exalted mind and higher 
consciousness. Ecocriticism looks at this purported human superiority from very diverse 
literary perspectives; Cheryll Glotfelty notes that “[d]espite the broad scope of inquiry and 
disparate levels of sophistication, all ecological criticism shares the fundamental premise that 
human culture is connected to the physical world, affecting it and affected by it” (xix). It is 
not our place to judge the importance of nature based on human needs because we are its 
offspring; a constituent part of an enormous whole. 
The first chapter of the thesis covers the extent of nature’s suppression from the 
sixteenth century up until the contemporary ecological and ecocritical philosophies. I examine 
the incremental shifts in the initially subdued position of the natural world towards the steady 
growth of its prominence and value in the eyes of humanity. The achievement of nature’s 
elevated standing is not only ascribed to the fields of scientific research, but also to the tireless 
work of arts and humanities. In an ecocritical essay titled “Beyond Ecology: Self, Place, and 
the Pathetic Fallacy,” Neil Evernden explains that “an involvement by the arts is vitally 
needed to emphasize […] the intimate and vital involvement of self with place. […] There is 
no such thing as an individual, only an individual-in-context, individual as a component of 
place, defined by place” (103). This transition from self to self-in-nature through the medium 
of humanities is the main focal point of chapter one. 
1.1 Nature under Christianity and Immanuel Kant’s Rational Philosophy 
With the aim of establishing a satisfactory overview of ecocriticism as an emerging scholarly 
study, it is necessary to look at history that transpired several centuries ago. The primary 
consideration of the natural world was structured in terms of it being either benevolent or 
malevolent for humanity. Nature occupied a passive position and was stripped of its voice and 
substance, while an anthropocentric ethos took precedence at all times. In his essay “Nature 
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and Silence,” Christopher Manes argues that “[f]or half a millennium, ‘Man’ has been the 
center of conversation in the West. This fictional character has occluded the natural world, 
leaving it voiceless and subjectless” (26). Much of this perception of nature in medieval times 
can be attributed to the rigorous doctrines of the major institution of Christianity. As a 
regressive and counter-productive force to the anthropocentrically motivated teachings and 
the exegesis of the Christian religion, the natural world was regarded as deviant, even 
demonic. It was associated with paganism and effectively rooted out of formal practice and 
education. Thus the Church was successful in its anthropocentric mission of occupying the 
cardinal status in the society. Lynn White remarks that “[e]specially in its Western form, 
Christianity is the most anthropocentric religion the world has seen” (9). Manes, meanwhile, 
states that  
[t]he animistic view of nature was further eroded by medieval Christianity’s particular 
mode for interpreting texts, exegesis. Christian theology was clear, if uneasy, on this 
point: all things—including classical literature, the devil, Viking invasions, sex, and 
nature—existed by virtue of God’s indulgence and for his own, usually inscrutable, 
purposes. (19) 
Such man-centred ideology would endure for hundreds of years until the pivotal turn of 
events brought about by Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), a promising scholar of empirical 
philosophy, who shook the principles and foundations of the Christian instruction, most 
notably with his work Critique of Pure Reason (1781). 
Kantian empiricism takes credit for the radical notion which subverted the Christian 
doctrine declaring that natural occurrences, be they good or evil, are the workings of a 
celestial power. Up until this point, natural disasters, for example, were thought of as divine 
punishments for the acts of mankind done in faithlessness and falsehood. In contrast to these 
improbable beliefs, it was Kant who proposed an immensely more rational approach in the 
undertaking of such speculations: “All our cognition starts from the senses, goes from there to 
the understanding, and ends with reason, beyond which there is nothing higher to be found in 
us to work on the matter of intuition” (387).
3
 
In the wake of the Great Lisbon Earthquake in 1755, the search for a scapegoat ended 
by victimising the people accused of heresy and perversion: “[Citizens] had [been] given 
permission for a daylong auto-da-fé in the center of Lisbon, thereby satisfying popular 
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7 
pressure for a cleansing sacrifice of sinners” (Rigby 32). An auto-da-fé was a past practice of 
organising public tribunals where heretics and other offenders were put on trial at the hands of 
civil authorities. It served as a punishment for committing bad deeds and fostering unorthodox 
beliefs, as well as a form of repentance and moral catharsis for both the prosecuted and the 
spectators. Based on the extent of their “crimes,” accusations could either be lifted—
acquitting the condemned of their alleged actions—or sentences could be carried out, which 
often resulted in various kinds of torture, with the maximum imposed punishment of burning 
the victims at the stake. Such irrational behaviour baffled Kant, who stated that mankind 
cannot begin to presume it has comprehended divine plans or intentions, much less who the 
perpetrators of such actions were, and nor can we chastise subjects at random: according to 
Kant, “nonhuman nature should have no direct bearing on the ethical, political or cultural 
strivings of human agents” (Clark 85). In other words, Kant argues that natural phenomena 
have nothing to do with human affairs, and that nature should be treated as a separate, 
indifferent sphere of existence. Furthermore, Kant was an advocate of charity and sympathy 
towards those afflicted by the forces of nature and argued that “our duty was to act with 
compassion toward the victims of such calamities, not to add insult to injury by speculating 
on how they might have incurred God’s wrath” (Rigby 32). Challenging the firmly 
established dogmas of the Christian faith, the modern ecocritical philosophy spearheaded by 
Kant began to take form during the years of his operation. 
 Kant is one of the earliest defenders of human rationality, and it comes as no surprise, 
then, that around his time, the interest in material things from a scientific point of view 
returned with a renewed vigour. Nigel Clark offers a very concise summary of Kant’s 
principles: “Kant’s settlement […] involved putting up a barrier between a sphere of nature 
that is left to its own necessities and a realm of human existence where we are free to 
compose our own principles. It is he, then, who gets the credit or the blame for firmly 
establishing the idea that freedom is where nature is not” (85). According to Kant’s theory of 
“pure reason,” the influence of the natural world should be ruled out entirely when dealing 
with human matters; nature should no longer be invoked as a force governing humanity’s 
state of affairs because our “freedom” stems from our capacity to lay down our own rules and 
adhere to them. 
One cannot reprimand the actions of past societies if they have been performed out of 
ignorance. However, as one of the most influential religious institutions, Christianity was 
more than capable of educating its followers not only about affairs of divine origin but also 
about down-to-earth matters. Greg Garrard acknowledges the problematic situation and states: 
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The ‘justice’ and ‘charity’ demanded of Christians are practical rather than merely 
abstract virtues, and cannot be restricted only to man on scriptural grounds. Man’s 
divinely ordained dominion is not simply a dispensation of power, but a demand from 
God that we take responsibility for the natural world. [Wendell] Berry argues that the 
Christian denominations have failed adequately to acknowledge this burden, let alone 
to exhort their followers to assume it. (113–114) 
That being said, it is not in my interest in terms of this thesis to adopt a stance and argue 
whether or not this failure of instructing the common people was intentionally disregarded. 
The main purpose of these historical facts is to frame the origins of ecocritical thinking as it 
developed throughout decades and centuries. 
1.2 The First Industrial Revolution and the Era of Romanticism 
Since the time of the First Industrial Revolution (c. 1760–1840), the discrepancy between the 
natural environment and the nascent modernised urban areas has been gaining prominence, as 
well as concern. Innovative methods and manufacturing processes in the chemical, textile and 
machine industries as well as the widespread application of steam power in workshops and 
other production plants brought about ground-breaking technological and social changes. On 
the other hand, the countless factories raised during this period of technological growth have 
had a profound impact on the surrounding environment, releasing soot and poisonous fumes 
into the air, which could be seen for miles, transforming cities into bleak and grimy places of 
residence. 
The First Industrial Revolution took the world by storm. Fresh technical ideas and 
creations made it easier to cope with the communal life; however, this improvement of social 
standards came with a certain price: as a consequence of technological progress, mankind has 
slowly but surely drifted away from the therapeutic natural world and locked itself behind the 
bars of sickly modernised towns and cities. This retreat was as much physical as it was 
spiritual, and the notion was clearly understood by the adherents of Romanticism. 
The Romantic Movement was in part roused into being by the Industrial Revolution, 
which in the eyes of the Romantics blurred and disfigured man’s relationship with nature. The 
Movement developed firm roots in Europe and also reached other parts of the world, such as 
South America and the United States. Romantic texts produced in these places—which are 
very dissimilar to one another—differ greatly in terms of context and content; but for the 
purposes of the thesis, I focus on Romanticism as it developed in England. This is done 
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because it was predominantly English Romantics who strongly influenced the American 
authors of the same genre. Moreover, as a prominent and well-received American poet, 
Robert Frost (1874–1963) fashioned his own poetic style, which draws inspiration from the 
Romantic poetry yet employs a different type of symbolism and its own outlook. Frost styled 
his poetic technique within the pastoral mode, which is thoroughly examined and discussed in 
chapter two. 
The Lake Poets, most notably William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 
epitomise English Romanticism, and their joint publication of Lyrical Ballads cemented the 
English literature and poetry of the arising Romantic period. Ecocriticism has chosen English 
Romanticism for the precursor and prototype of ecologically oriented literature and has 
declared romantic poets, such as Wordsworth, Coleridge, Shelley and Keats, the founders of 
ecological consciousness.
4
 The human depredation of the natural environment prompted these 
poets to seek refuge in their poetic creation. Functioning as a stark contrast to heavy industry, 
images of nature’s grandeur appear within the extravagant and embellished verses of 
Romantic poetry. Jonathan Bate discusses this contrastive phenomenon in his book Romantic 
Ecology: Wordsworth and the Environmental Tradition, stating that “[t]he traditional view of 
the Romantic return to nature is that it is a form of escapism. Wordsworth escapes to the Lake 
District to get away from the harsh political realities of the Terror” (52), which he had 
encountered during his time in France.  
The notion of “escapism” indeed proves to be true in some cases, for example, in 
Wordsworth’s poem “I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud,” where the speaker meditates on nature 
from the comfort of his home, which is a man-built sanctuary:  
For oft, when on my couch I lie 
In vacant or in pensive mood, 
They flash upon that inward eye 
Which is the bliss of solitude; 
And then my heart with pleasure fills, 
And dances with the daffodils. (19–24) 
The reason why people retire to their homes is because they want to avoid the outdoor perils. 
By doing so, nature is kept at bay and is prevented from harming them. This limiting of nature 
heavily contradicts the Romantic idea of embracing it. Bate also acknowledges Wordsworth’s 
predisposition for the protection of nature and says that “[he] makes a powerful distinction 
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between the way in which nature forms woods and forests, a gradual and selective process 
shaped by conditions of soil, exposure to wind, and so on, and the environmentally and 
aesthetically harmful practices of artificial planting” (47). Wordsworth scrutinises this impact 
of human influence on the environment in the third section of his book Guide to the Lakes. 
One question, however, which remains unanswered, pertains to the adequacy of 
Wordsworth’s degree of environmentalism: to what extent did his safeguarding nature stir the 
emerging ecocritical consciousness?  
Contrary to the idea of “escapism,” I would argue that Romantic poetry enables a 
different interpretive approach: the reconciliation of the eroding relationship between 
humanity and the natural environment. In this effort, Romantic poetry functions as a 
grounding device, offering meditations for the restoration of these relations. Despite all lofty 
conceptions and mental images, poetry is still a man-made conception for man-made 
purposes. Nature itself has nothing to gain from sheets of paper filled with enlightened 
intellect; instead, it is the human mind that is put at ease with the help of natural imagery. 
Taking these human-oriented aims of Romantic poetry into account, some literary critics have 
accused Romanticism of being selfish while still being anchored within the practice of 
anthropocentrism. Bate, for instance, argues that “even if we continue to think 
anthropomorphically, it is essential to modify the idea that we use nature to validate 
ourselves, ‘to make humanity more easy with itself’. For if ‘the nonhuman’ is to do something 
for us, we must do something for it—not least give it space, allow it to continue to exist” (56). 
This appeal that we need to do “something” for nature is, in my opinion, missing from the 
Romantic tradition. Merely describing the gap between the natural and industrial spheres is 
not a sufficient approach for resolving the ecological and ecophilosophical challenges in the 
grand scheme of the evolving ecocritical consciousness. It allows us to identify the 
environmental problems and find some peace of mind in the distant forests, it is true, but a 
crucial step—the transition towards environmental activism—is absent in this place and time. 
Nevertheless, to give credit where credit is due, the Romantic tradition left one of the earliest 
indispensable footprints in the history of literary environmentalism both in Europe as well as 
in the United States:  
Although the environmental ethic of these early romantic naturalists would not be 
considered ecocentric by the standards of contemporary ecophilosophy, it is important 
to recognize that their sensitivity to the natural world and their concern for its 
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preservation is an essential precursor to the ethics of modern American environmental 
concern. (Branch 296) 
As mentioned, the period of Romanticism still regarded man as the focal point, the centre that 
had been given full autonomy; yet sufficient groundwork was laid for the subsequent nature 
writing which would build and expand upon the notions put in place by the Romantic 
tradition. 
1.3 The American Romantic Tradition and Early Nature Writing 
Across the Atlantic Ocean, at the turn of the nineteenth century, an assortment of 
environmental literary texts began appearing alongside their Romantic counterparts. 
American naturalists expressed similar concepts and reflections as the followers of 
Romanticism; however, they adopted a much more extensive perspective since they 
associated the landscape of their American homeland with the vastness and wilderness that 
differs greatly from that of the English countryside. According to Jonathan Bate, 
[t]here are major distinctions to be made between American and British ecological 
attitudes, not least because of differences of size and space […]. The British tradition 
[…] is much concerned with localness, with small enclosed vales; the American 
environmental tradition is far more preoccupied with vastness and with threatened 
wilderness. (39) 
The concepts of “vastness” and “threatened wilderness” are discussed in the following 
sections as they emerged in the works of such American nature writers as William Bartram 
and John James Audubon; Frost, as their successor, also applied these notions to his poetry, 
and he has done so in large measure. 
As a far-reaching mode of intellectual thought, European Romanticism inspired 
American authors to delve into the undertones of poetry writing and explore how it may 
mirror the collective feelings and impressions of nature by a nation removed from its 
European roots. Simply put, this means that the Romantic Movement helped the American 
people in their search for the national identity; this identity was shaped by their kinship with 
the land—one associated with the vast expanse of America’s panoramas. Included within the 
collection of essays titled The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology, edited by 
Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm, Michael Branch argues in his work “Indexing American 
Possibilities” that 
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[t]he early romantic connection between human and nonhuman nature also helped 
nurture the rise of natural history studies in America. If the national faith was to be 
based upon the vast, uncorrupted wilderness of the new continent, it became 
imperative to explore, survey, and describe that wilderness as a means both of 
appraising and expressing American prospects. (284) 
Among the early authors who stepped up to the plate and took this arduous task upon 
themselves were William Bartram and John James Audubon. They channelled the voice of 
American natural spirit through their literary and poetic efforts as well as green activism. 
Branch also writes that “Americans demanded a culture that would be commensurate with the 
greatness of the land: as expansive as its prairies, as lofty as its mountains, as prolific as its 
forests. In short, natural history functioned as an expression of America’s need to discover the 
means by which its national destiny would be enacted” (284). The aforementioned authors 
were preoccupied with the notion of “national destiny,” what it means to coexist with the 
natural world, and what safety and dangers may be inferred from it. Frost, of course, 
implemented these deductions in a comparable fashion, and, as it is examined in the 
subsequent chapters, introduced novel ways of exploring the human–nonhuman relations. 
Distinguished by his scientific observations of the Southeastern United States, the 
work of William Bartram (1739–1823) was exemplary at the time when American nature 
writing was still in its early stages of development. From his hometown of Philadelphia, he 
embarked of a journey of exploration to the American South, most notably the states of 
Florida and Georgia, with the aim of discovering the local animals and plants, collecting seeds 
and samples of unidentified species, and recording his impressions of the American Indian 
peoples. In terms of the emerging American environmental literature, Bartram’s book Travels, 
an account of flora and fauna, is considered one of the first ventures in examining the 
botanical and zoological properties of these—back then scarcely explored—regions. 
Furthermore, Bartram displayed a sense of compassion in his descriptions of Native 
Americans’ culture, conventions and folklore, and expanded the public knowledge about their 
people. In Bartram’s time, Native Americans were still seen as savages, and his accounts of 
their lifestyles helped shape a more sociable perception of them; Bartram was an advocate for 
a fairer treatment of the Indigenous Peoples, who were generally seen as primitive and 
uncivilised. 
Another defining feature of Bartram was his reverence for the intricate unification of 
spirituality and the natural world. He was part of a Christian religious group named Quakers 
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or Friends, and opposed violence, war and slavery in line with their doctrines. In support of 
the inherent value of all living beings, “Bartram’s philosophy was a natural extension of the 
Quaker ‘doctrine of light’: he insisted that plants and animals, as well as slaves and Indians, 
had been touched by God with the ‘dignity, propriety, and beauty of virtue’” (Branch 287). 
Holding not just the human race but also all things natural in such high regard, Bartram 
ushered in an era of illuminated literary-environmental writing, and many American 
naturalists would follow in his footsteps to produce literature critical of anthropocentrism as 
the prevalent ethical code. With reference to Bartram’s revolutionary worldview, Branch 
states the following: 
Bartram’s advocacy of nature and his criticism of anthropocentric pretensions to 
superiority clearly prefigure the ‘ecocentric egalitarianism’ of much contemporary 
ecophilosophy; his criticism of the traditional hierarchical paradigm of the chain of 
being suggests a respect for the dignity of all nature […]. By uniting natural history 
with literature, science with spirit, Bartram exemplified the ‘enlightened naturalist’ 
whom Emerson and Thoreau—as well as Coleridge and Goethe—held in such high 
esteem. (289) 
Keeping Bartram’s non-anthropocentric approach in mind, it must be emphasised that his 
account of human “membership in the natural community” (Branch 288) was one of the first 
radical transitions towards ecocentrism and modern ecocritical movement on American soil. 
Another extraordinary author who captured the American natural identity was John 
James Audubon (1785–1851). Born Jean Jacques Rabin Audubon to a French privateer and 
his Creole mistress, he left his youthful life in France behind to settle in the United States, 
where he took on his American name. Even though he became fully Americanized, it may 
also have been his historical heritage which granted him peculiarly different conceptions 
regarding his nature writing. Danny Heitman argues that “[a]s an immigrant, Audubon 
brought an outsider’s perspective to many of his observations, and it’s this outside-looking-in 
sensibility that gives much of his writing its freshness and vitality” (26). Audubon had always 
been a keen observer of the business of natural occurrences, and ever since he was a small 
boy, he had a strong predilection for studying birds, reptiles, fish, and other smaller creatures. 
Apart from being a naturalist, his painting skills enabled him to compose a truly unique work 
of art: a book titled The Birds of America, which holds a special place in the history of natural 
studies in the United States: “The wonder was that Audubon—a scientist though nobody 
recognized him as such, and a conservationist before there was a name for it—had no training 
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to be anything” (Klara 87). On his journeys, he was guided by his curiosity coupled with the 
astute love of the natural world. The book contains large hand-coloured illustrations of 
various bird species of American locales, and is considered one of the finest earlier 
ornithological books of great proportions. Audubon is also characterised by an acute 
emotional attachment towards the environment; traces of Romanticism may be found in his 
literary works, where his protagonists are consistently the avid observers of nature who 
hunger for its hidden knowledge and wisdom. Yet Audubon is not only smitten by the 
wilderness and nature’s beauty; he is also devoted to its preservation: “Audubon effectively 
brought the vanishing wilderness before a popular audience. Although many critics fault him 
for his zealousness as a [bird] hunter, his message from the wilderness remains one of devout 
enthusiasm and concern—a genuine love of nature tempered by a scrupulous fear for its 
destruction” (Branch 295). In addition to this “love of nature,” Audubon also reproaches 
mankind for its attitude towards other living beings; his sense of morality effectively places 
him on the pedestal as one of the first promoters of decency for the animal kingdom, 
“lamenting the needless cruelty of man toward his fellow creatures” (Branch 295). 
The workings of early naturalists, such as Bartram and Audubon, cannot be 
overlooked in the scope of framing the contemporary ecological and ecocritical spirit. Just as 
European Romantics imposed the exalted qualities of nature that contrasted the dull and 
dilapidated state of urban settlements, these “American Romantics” trod their own paths; they 
produced a quite different type of literature and encouraged the preservation of nature to a 
much larger extent. They also made considerable contributions towards relieving animals of 
their suppressed position, acknowledging not only their value as perceived from the human 
standpoint, but also their beauty, freedom and autonomy. Branch states that  
[a]lthough ecocriticism has often been slow to recognize the value and influence of the 
pre-Thoreauvian literature of nature, the work of William Bartram […] and John 
James Audubon makes clear that early romantic natural history literature is an 
essential source of the American nature-writing tradition. […] [T]hese writers also 
helped relocate divinity from ecclesiastical institutions to the natural landscape and its 
nonhuman inhabitants. (297) 
In the stretch of the formation of ecology and the ecocritical philosophy, this first engagement 
of elevating the “nonhuman inhabitants” to a higher degree of moral consideration constituted 
a major event in the overturning of the anthropocentric ideology. In other words, ascribing 
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intrinsic value to plants and animals also enhanced our own ethics as we begun to drift away 
from total anthropocentrism. 
1.4 The American Transcendental Movement 
Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau were the central figures of the American 
transcendentalist movement, which developed as an offspring of the Romantic tradition. Their 
literary works Nature (1836) and Walden (1854), respectively, firmly lodged them in the 
literary canon of American ecocritical circles. 
As a prolific essayist, poet and philosopher, as well as mentor to Thoreau, Emerson is 
typically credited with the formation of the transcendental thought; he endorsed the freedom 
and self-reliance of individuals through a pantheistic locus, claiming that the soul of the 
universe (and therefore mankind) may be found in the ambience of the natural world. Famous 
is his allegory of the woods, where one seeks calm and shelter from the corrupt civilised 
world, is cleansed of their ailments and fatigues, and feels at peace with the surroundings. In 
the words of Emerson himself: 
In the woods, we return to reason and faith. There I feel that nothing can befall me in 
life,—no disgrace, no calamity, (leaving me my eyes,) which nature cannot repair. 
Standing on the bare ground,—my head bathed by the blithe air, and uplifted into 
infinite space,—all mean egotism vanishes. I become a transparent eye-ball; I am 
nothing; I see all; the currents of the Universal Being circulate through me; I am part 
or particle of God.
5
 (8) 
Emerson’s transcendental view had a widespread effect and influenced a broad spectrum of 
intellectuals. Among them were eminent literary writers, such as Herman Melville, Nathaniel 
Hawthorne, and Walt Whitman, as well as Robert Frost. In addition to his philosophy of 
man’s transcendence, Emerson was among the earliest pioneers who articulated the kernels of 
the American national and cultural identity; in his speech termed “The American Scholar,” he 
emphasised that the American sense of belonging was distinct from its European cradle, 
having its own set of ideals and forging its own path towards a unified cultural congruity.  
                                                          
5
 A direct quotation from Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essay Nature (published in 1849 by James Munroe and 
Company). 
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In the United States, the first traces of the emerging ecocritical theory can be identified 
in its literary manifestation of the early nineteenth century; such literature was devoted 
exclusively to nature writing and proclaimed Henry David Thoreau as the founder of this 
genre.
6
 Heavily influenced by Emerson, who was at the time his mentor, Thoreau’s major 
contributions to the evolving American identity are some of the finest examples of mankind 
situated within the environment, drawing inspiration from nature and living with it in mutual 
harmony. In Walden, his best and most eminent literary work, Thoreau speaks in favour of the 
organic and simplistic coexistence with the natural world, where man conforms to the 
rhythms and circular flow of the environment. In order to survive, a person’s self-sufficiency 
is of paramount importance. This idea also goes hand in hand with the Emersonian state of 
mind, which Thoreau internalised in his studies. In his essay “Speaking a Word for Nature,” 
Scott Russell Sanders argues that “Thoreau situated himself within nature, and drew upon all 
the senses—he devoted an entire chapter to sounds, for example—to convey what was going 
on around him in the green world. The forces at work in pond and forest he found also at 
work in himself” (189). By painting a domain where human and nonhuman forces are able to 
synchronise with one another and exist side by side, Thoreau reinforced both the Romantic 
appeal for nature preservation as well as the transcendental notion of finding tranquillity 
within the surrounding environment. Jonathan Bate writes that “the whole project of 
[Thoreau’s] writing might be summed up as an attempt to develop a human economy that is 
responsive and responsible in its relationship with the economy of nature” (39). In other 
words, humanity should be considerate towards its environment not only for the sake of 
mutual dwelling, but also for the betterment of mankind as its existence relies entirely on the 
natural environment. 
Following in the footsteps of Thoreau, another noteworthy author of nature writing 
and green activist distinguished himself among the early advocates for the safekeeping of the 
environment. John Muir, dubbed “John of the Mountains,” took the notion of national identity 
to heart and wrote extensively in favour of mankind’s efforts of nature protection; his opinion 
was that preserving man’s natural surroundings awakens a kind of primordial sense of 
belonging. According to Muir, not only is the immersion of man in the eddy of nature 
significant for self-reflection and alleviating mental stress, taking care of the very 
environment that sustains us truly embodies the American identity moving in harmony with 
                                                          
6
 Paraphrased from Jožica Čeh Steger’s Ekokritika (40). 
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the spirit of the land. Muir was a great admirer of pristine locales, which is also where his 
moniker comes from; Greg Garrard notes that as “[o]ne of Thoreau’s most enthusiastic 
disciples, the Scottish immigrant John Muir […] contributed more than any other single writer 
to the establishment of wilderness as a touchstone of American cultural identity, and a basis 
for conservation activities” (67). These activities were also the centrepiece for the foundation 
of early American environmental organisations which assisted in promoting environmental 
campaigns for the establishment and conservations of national parks: “Muir’s writings and 
personal activism would lead to the creation of Yosemite National Park in 1890 and the 
formation of a wilderness protection organisation in 1892, the Sierra Club” (Garrard 67). 
Muir was also formidable in his harsh criticism of the anthropocentrically oriented 
human realm. He despised the fact that nature is being suppressed so that it does not “intrude” 
into the world of man; but most of all, Muir condemned mankind for attributing inherent 
value to nature only when it can be turned into a commodity providing some material gain. Of 
Muir’s temperament and vocation, Garrard states the following: 
He is an incisive and sardonic critic of anthropocentrism, as in a diary entry ridiculing 
the ‘numerous class of men’ who ‘are painfully astonished whenever they find 
anything, living or dead, in all God’s universe, which they cannot eat or render in 
some way what they call useful to themselves’ (p. 160). Muir argues that alligators, 
lions, poisons and diseases are all ample proof that Creation is not prefabricated for 
human use and comfort, and that every living thing down to the ‘smallest 
transmicroscopic creature’ has intrinsic value. (68)  
Muir called for man to renounce the distractions found in the modern material world and to 
instead embrace the pure, untouched natural environment as the sole source of peace and 
livelihood. He believed that this was the only way nature could be elevated from its silenced 
status to regain its primeval worth. 
1.5 The Second Industrial Revolution and the Rise of Ecocriticism 
It would not be until the Second Industrial Revolution that a need for a new literary language 
would emerge with which to dispense criticism on the state of affairs between the human 
enterprise and the flux of the natural world. Beginning with 1870, the Second Industrial 
Revolution unfolded at a much quicker pace than its previous incarnation and modernised 
almost every aspect of industry by implementing novel innovations, with the machine 
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industry receiving the greatest attention. The Revolution was in full swing at the turn of the 
twentieth century and extended further into the new century, culminating in 1914 with the 
commencement of World War I. The destruction caused by machine gun and artillery fire, 
bomber aircraft, chlorine gas and other weapons that were turned against humanity incited 
fear among soldiers and scorn among scholars; never before had technology wrought such 
desolation upon our planet. In chapter four of the thesis, and with the help of some of Frost’s 
wartime poems, I discuss the horrors visited upon man and Earth by the machine of our own 
making. After the post-war crisis abated, a new ecological perspective was born, fostering 
genuine care and concern for the beauty and significance of our wounded planet. Frost 
remained active in his poetic pursuits during the years of the Second Industrial Revolution; 
his very first collection of poems, titled A Boy’s Will, received its initial publication in 1913, 
followed by his second collection, North of Boston, in 1914. 
Up until the 1960s, human society was still caught in the web of anthropocentric 
principles; the predominant view that the natural world was a resource ready to be exploited 
and conveniently utilised at mankind’s whims remained firmly in place. Anthropocentrism 
has been the leading relationship between man and nature until the second half of the 
twentieth century, when ecological consciousness began awakening.
7
 With the formation of 
modern ecological movements concerned with ecology and the nascent ecocritical 
philosophy, environmental literature began gaining recognition as a medium through which 
intellectuals could reproach the misconduct towards the environment in an 
anthropocentrically oriented system. The main concern regarding environmental literature 
was brought into focus: to what extent is literature able to influence people and divert 
attention towards ecological issues of our time, provide adequate solutions for these problems, 
and stimulate ecological awareness? 
The concept of wilderness as the savage and perilous portion of the environment was 
astutely coming into the foreground; if we recall Nigel Clark’s statement that “freedom is 
where nature is not,” then wilderness represented that part of the natural world which—
judging from an anthropocentric perspective—felt the most alien to man. Put differently, this 
section of nature shows the greatest degree of resilience towards human encroachment and 
interference, and a person who finds themselves stranded in the wilderness tends to feel 
intense dread and isolation because he or she does not belong to this stream of organic 
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 Paraphrased from Jožica Čeh Steger’s Ekokritika (55). 
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matters. In the span of the formation of ecology and ecocriticism, it is, in my opinion, not by 
chance that the notion of wilderness came into the spotlight with the rapid scientific and 
technological advance of the second half of the twentieth century. New inventions, such as the 
automobile, transcontinental railroad, steam turbine, incandescent light bulb, dynamite and so 
on made a substantial contribution to the modernisation of towns and cities; they also helped 
mankind to limit nature’s dangers and influences while at the same time enabled the intrusion 
into unexplored and untamed areas of the natural world. However, some parts remained wild 
as they were either too difficult to explore and subdue, such as expansive rainforests,
8
 deep-
ocean trenches and high mountain peaks, or displayed no real value for the purposes of the 
emerging capitalist society, such as vast deserts and permafrost regions. In his seminal book 
Ecocriticism, Greg Garrard leans on the deliberations of Val Plumwood, an Australian 
philosopher and ecocritic, and states the following: 
Plumwood points out that once the human mind is seen as the sole source and locus of 
value besides God, nature ceases to have any worth or meaning beyond that assigned 
to it by reason and argues that ‘It is no coincidence that this view of nature took hold 
most strongly with the rise of capitalism, which needed to turn nature into a market 
commodity and resource without significant moral or social constraint on availability’ 
(Plumwood 1993: 111). (62) 
Wilderness, therefore, is attributed to that part of nature which cannot be exploited in terms of 
profitability, and stands in stark contrast to other environments—gardens, terraces and huge 
farmlands, for example—which have been transformed in order to serve the anthropocentric 
society fuelled by profit. 
According to William Howarth in his essay “Some Principles of Ecocriticism,” 
“[e]cology advanced from description to advocacy after 1960, as its stories presented ethical 
choices that affect land and people. Just as telescopes and satellite photographs provided new 
maps of the earth (Kepes, Hall), so did ecological study shape a new ethics in landscape 
history” (75). Keeping these land ethics in mind, some literary authors took an entirely 
dissimilar stance towards wilderness; they promoted it as a sign of national myth and identity, 
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 Nowadays, the destruction and deforestation of the Earth’s rainforests for profit is a topical issue, engendering 
seriously heated discussions, protests and environmental movements for the preservation of the rainforests and 
the myriad of animal kingdom species living in them. 
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a place of psychological healing, and a test of survival. A primary example of this kind of 
literature was written by the Canadian author Margaret Atwood, who 
deployed wilderness as a mark of difference as well as an article of ecological faith. 
[…] Margaret Atwood’s early work both reflected this preoccupation with wilderness 
and […] strongly reinforced it. [In Surfacing,] [t]he threats to this wilderness from 
logging, hydroelectric projects and commercial tourism are coded as ‘American’, 
driving the protagonist into an increasingly alienated and paranoid state. (Garrard 78) 
This “coding” of mankind’s intrusions into the environment as “American” constructs them as 
almost villainous in comparison to the Canadian myths of natural purity. It is difficult to 
pinpoint from where such a distinction between American and Canadian values originates, but 
for Atwood, it seems as if the main culprit is the American nation itself, which has lost its 
touch with nature and eradicated it for the sake of profit, save for some pieces of untouched 
land which they exhibit as national parks. Garrard also argues that “American writing about 
the countryside emphasises a working rather than an aesthetic relationship with the land” (49), 
which suggests that the beauty and splendour of nature is of secondary importance to the 
American national philosophy. I, however, would argue that nations can hardly be compared 
in terms of their myths and cultures; they differ from one place to another, and one cannot 
really discern a “correct” set of ideals from a “wrong” one. As I discuss in the following 
chapters, Robert Frost built his poetry on the mutual relationship between man and nature; 
even though he is American, he never abandons the environment, and in his poems, it plays 
the role of an ever-present force against which mankind’s affairs are measured. 
With the rise of modern ecological movements, ecocritics and ecologists found the 
causes for the global ecological crisis in anthropocentrism, which places humanity at the heart 
of the world and excludes it from nature.
9
 Many attempts of charting the ecocritical manifesto 
have been made; at first, however, the authors of literature pertaining to a literary theory as 
subversive as ecocriticism
 
often failed to reach out to one another to build a web of 
connections. This lack of communication occurred because the ecocritical genre was, at the 
time, in the stage of infancy, and its writers often felt alienated from their peers and other 
authors due to their radical approaches. Furthermore, Cheryll Glotfelty states that “[o]ne 
indication of the disunity of the early efforts [in ecocriticism] is that these critics rarely cited 
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one another’s work; they didn’t know that it existed. In a sense, each critic was inventing an 
environmental approach to literature in isolation. Each was a single voice howling in the 
wilderness (xvii).” Towards the end of the twentieth century, ecocritical literature flourished 
in the United States; a testament to its success may be found in the internationally acclaimed 
Association for the Study of Literature and Environment (ASLE), which has been holding 
biennial conferences and symposiums since 1993 for the purposes of consolidating 
ecocriticism in environmental literature. Nevertheless, Anette Kolodny argues that “[t]he 
gospel of ecology has become an intellectual commonplace. But it is not yet an emotional 
one. […] We do not feel the organic web passing through our guts, as it truly does. While our 
theories of nature have become wiser, our experience of nature has become shallower” (194). 
In the scope of the evolving paradigm of ecocriticism, this literary genre has come a long 
way; but it still has miles to go. 
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Chapter Two: The Pastoral Style and the Fading Natural World 
Inspired by the Romantics and the Transcendental Movement, Robert Frost refined his poetics 
in order to fulfil his goals of writing poetry that would be compatible with his pastoral mode. 
In regard to Robert Frost’s status as a nature poet, Nina Baym remarks: “Instead of examining 
the poetic landscape in detail, critics have talked about the real New England and Frost’s 
retreat to it. They have labelled Frost a ‘nature poet’ and then assumed that he was a version 
of Emerson or Wordsworth—as though there were only one way to be a nature poet” (713). 
Based on Frost’s own statement, Fagan says that his being characterised as a nature poet does 
not correspond to the subject matter of his poems: “Frost once denied being a nature poet, 
saying that he must not be one since he had written only two poems without a human being in 
them” (295). Frost took a step forward and devised his own poetic language, which he 
situated in the pastoral tradition. He framed an idealised, idyllic space—the rural 
environment—which simultaneously assumes both the role of a guide and the role of a critic. 
Yet the land on its own does not grant any intimate knowledge to humanity since it is devoid 
of any inherent moral status; rather, it is man who externalises his physical and psychological 
efforts and projects them onto the canvas of nature. For the poet, the Arcadian
10
 realm 
represents a fluctuating moral background and functions as a standard for mankind’s self-
assertion and anchoring in the common world shared by human and nonhuman entities. John 
F. Lynen argues that “[t]he rural world […] is not only the area in which Frost finds his most 
congenial subjects; it provides the framework in terms of which he can most effectively 
picture reality. In other words, the rural world supplies not only the objects, the events, the 
characters […], but also the point of view from which they are seen” (6–7). The pastoral 
realm as evoked by Frost therefore functions as a theoretical apparatus which helps the reader 
to infer crucial meanings and explanations from his poems. If not interpreted through the 
pastoral lens, such deductions remain concealed. 
Another salient feature of Frost’s poetry is its immersion in provincialism with the 
added touch of local flavour; as a nature poet, Frost’s objective was to bring the “village” 
experience closer to his readers: “Frost is able to describe some particular place, a sugar 
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  The adjective “Arcadian” derives from the rustic region of Arcadia in Greece; in ancient Greek mythology, 
Arcadia is home to Pan, the god of nature, fertility, and music, and protector of shepherds. Arcadia was often 
employed by nature poets to describe in their poems the idyllic and almost divine realm of nature. 
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orchard,
11
 a brook in the woods, or a pasture and at the same time make us aware of the region 
as a whole […]. We see only the maples, the brook, or the pasture, but we sense the presence 
of an entire locality” (Lynen 55). Frost settled upon implementing the bucolic language not 
only because such vernacular speech echoes the rustic simplicity of the countryside, but also 
because it inspires readers to think for themselves, thereby leading to their own discoveries: 
“Frost saw man as learning from nature, the zones of his own limitations” (Ambika 1). As a 
result of this learning process through the medium of poetry (and literature), man has grown 
acutely aware of how the natural world surrounding him is fading away on account of its 
exclusion from mankind’s anthropocentric gaze. An amusing anecdote comes to mind 
regarding his poem “The Road Not Taken”: Frost befriended the British poet Edward 
Thomas, with whom he used to go walking through the countryside. Whenever they would 
come to a diverging road or path, Thomas would supposedly always be hesitant about which 
one to take. Frost’s initial idea behind writing this poem was simply to mock Thomas’s 
indecisiveness; but since the poem’s publication, it has come to be regarded as one of Frost’s 
best and most recognisable pieces of poetry. The simple language never hindered the people’s 
reception of “The Road Not Taken”; rather, it is the accessibility of this vernacular language 
that enabled each reader to construct their own versions, which, in turn, makes the content of 
Frost’s poetry extremely versatile. 
2.1 The Pastoral Mode of Robert Frost 
Robert Frost—considered an eminent nature poet by his contemporary readers, critics, and 
fellow authors—adopted the New England region to his poetics in an unforeseen and curious 
way for a nature poet’s lyrical style at a time. Still clinging to the Romantic and 
transcendental conventions of poetry writing, an enthusiast of nature poetry may have looked 
for sharp contrasts in the human and nonhuman relations, striking metaphors, and complex 
symbolisms; they may have anticipated the poetic language to be sophisticated in its structure, 
filling the poem to the brim with erudite allegories and allusions to other canonical literary 
works. Perhaps they searched for deeper meanings in a poem as if it were a playground of 
emotions and didactic stories whose goal is to provide some type of moral guidance or 
commentary. To such an interpreter, it would soon become clear that Frost had been travelling 
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  Sugar orchards are groves or plantations where the prevailing tree species is the sugar maple. Sugar maples 
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a different path from his literary colleagues, and—apart from the prevailing human–
nonhuman juxtaposition—they were left empty-handed in their fruitless search for Romantic 
and transcendental traditions in Frost’s verse. John F. Lynen states that 
[t]he poetry [Frost] has written is of a kind distinctly different from that of his major 
contemporaries. On the surface, his work has a disarming simplicity which sets it 
apart. […] Frost’s sentences are always clear, his verse forms traditional, his language 
close to everyday speech—no obscurity here, no oblique glances at Dante and the 
Book of Revelation, no esoteric learning or thickets of private symbolism. (1–2) 
Here, I am not implying that every nature poet preceding Frost must necessarily have been 
complicated. The English poet John Clare, for example, is held in high regard by many for his 
simple yet outstanding depictions of the English countryside. Among some of his more 
undemanding and fundamental works, one may read poems such as “All Nature Has a 
Feeling,” “First Love,” and “The Secret.” By comparison, however, the workings of Frost’s 
contemporary poet T. S. Eliot lean towards a far greater complexity, evident especially in 
some of his masterpiece poems, such as “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” and “The 
Waste Land.” Eliot makes extensive use of biblical and political references, as well as 
allusions to Shakespeare, Dante, and other prominent historical literary personas. His poetic 
work is generally considered challenging to read, although it already heralds the Modernist 
poetry alongside authors such as Walt Whitman and Ezra Pound. 
Even though Frost adopts a plain and straightforward poetic language, it could be 
mistakenly regarded as unexceptional and of a middling quality. More detail on this 
misapprehension of Frost’s poetry follows later on in the chapter, but for now, it is sufficient 
to say that Frost—although inspired by the Romantic poets—diverged from the familiar path 
of poetry writing and engendered his own poetic style called “pastoral.” In relation to the 
above-mentioned anticipations
12
 of nature poetry readers, Lynen also says that “[w]e expect in 
modern poetry an ironic view and find Frost whimsical or jocular; […] we expect a tension of 
feelings and find him writing in the relaxed mood of conversation; we expect bold metaphor 
and find him indulging in playful comparisons; we expect myth and find that he gives us 
anecdote” (2). On account of such “simplicity” in Frost’s verse, it would be easy to dismiss 
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  Naturally, not every reader, critic, or author shares these exact anticipations. Some also consider nature poets 
such as Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Shelley to be “whimsical or jocular”—just as others find Frost simplistic 
and undemanding. 
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his poems as merely nostalgic, retrospective and anecdotal. This chapter demonstrates, 
however, that such action would result in an unfortunate oversight, and would not do them 
justice. 
In order to fulfil the goals set out in this chapter, first dealing with the pastoral mode 
in Robert Frost’s poetry, I begin by discerning the image and concept of his pastoral tradition. 
In terms of ecocriticism, the pastoral mode becomes important in the second section of this 
chapter as I discuss how Frost constructs the slowly disappearing natural world and employs 
the environment as a pastoral setting against a backdrop of the metropolitan mentality. The 
first two poems I propose to be examined are titled “My November Guest” and “A Late 
Walk”; they both belong to the same poetry collection, A Boy’s Will (1913). I analyse them 
with the aim to better approach and understand the idea underlying Frost’s pastoral mode.  
“My November Guest” 
My Sorrow, when she’s here with me, 
Thinks these dark days of autumn rain 
Are beautiful as days can be; 
She loves the bare, the withered tree; 
She walked the sodden pasture lane. 
 Her pleasure will not let me stay. 
She talks and I am fain to list: 
She’s glad the birds are gone away, 
She’s glad her simple worsted gray 
Is silver now with clinging mist. 
 The desolate, deserted trees, 
The faded earth, the heavy sky, 
The beauties she so truly sees, 
She thinks I have no eye for these, 
And vexes me for reason why. 
 Not yesterday I learned to know 
The love of bare November days 
Before the coming of the snow, 
But it were vain to tell her so, 
And they are better for her praise. 
Frost’s illustration of the setting in this poem is apparent from its initial lines. The 
speaker feels a pang of misery during the season of decay; in a number of Frost’s poems, such 
as “After Apple-Picking,” “Nothing Gold Can Stay,” “October,” and so on, autumn is often 
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characterised as a deteriorating precursor to the season of winter, which is in many cases 
symbolically associated with various sorts of physical and spiritual deaths: “Fall in Frost’s 
poetry is less a static season than a process which continues through all seasons, signifying 
the movement toward death” (Baym 717). Nevertheless, the speaker labels “Sorrow” as his 
“Guest,” and also says that she is a woman; this poetic device of personification establishes 
Sorrow as an entire other person who is—either physically or mentally—present in the poem. 
The foundations of the speaker and Sorrow’s relationship are built upon the blending of their 
feelings. 
The paradoxical mingling of emotions forms the heart of the poem. Sorrow sees 
nothing but beauty and pleasure in the time of year when nature is busy with its slow 
preparations for another passing in its cycle. In the first stanza, the speaker says that his guest 
“Thinks these dark days of autumn rain / Are beautiful as days can be; / She loves the bare, 
the withered tree” (2–4), and in the second stanza, “She’s glad the birds are gone away, / 
She’s glad her simple worsted gray / Is silver now with clinging mist” (8–10). Apparently, 
Sorrow finds delight in the dull and dreary autumn days. One possible way to explain this 
reversal of emotions would be that Sorrow feels joy at the declining natural world because, by 
the word’s definition, Sorrow represents a negative emotion, meaning that she feeds on the 
lifelessness of her surroundings. On the other hand, the speaker cannot understand Sorrow and 
her fondness for decay. This juxtaposition is the essence of the third stanza: “The faded earth, 
the heavy sky, / The beauties she so truly sees, / She thinks I have no eye for these” (12–14). 
Sorrow accuses the speaker of not appreciating the magnificence of the fading environment, 
but Frost quietly tells the reader that the speaker is in fact able to perceive nature’s beauty. 
Thus in the final stanza, the speaker says: “Not yesterday I learned to know / The love of bare 
November days / Before the coming of the snow” (16–18). Put differently, the speaker has 
come to admire the fall season a long time ago, but Sorrow is unaware of his secret. 
Despite a great deal of intimacy expressed in the poem, Frost’s labelling of Sorrow as 
a she may be why the speaker nonetheless feels some distance from this other character; even 
though they are companions in this world, he as an individual cannot ever truly comprehend 
her feelings on account of them being two separate entities. Whatever the case, it is difficult 
to discern from the poem itself whether Sorrow is a real person with whom the speaker shares 
a part of his life, or a personification of his actual emotions. Additional insight may possibly 
be discovered by studying Frost’s biography, but I believe such efforts would either prove 
futile or lessen the intensity of his poems. There are a great number of interpretations 
circulating among the readers and critics of Frost, and—as we will come to understand from 
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the handful of poems analysed in the thesis—this uncertainty in ascribing referents to symbols 
and the numerous ways in which Frost’s poems may be decoded constitute the true merit of 
his pastoral poetry. In the words of Robert Faggen, “[t]he poems become subtle meditations 
on the relationship between man and the rest of the creaturely world, and tend to challenge the 
romantic tendency to use nature in purely symbolic and emblematic ways” (114). Frost’s 
ability to write about the conundrum of human emotions by anchoring poems in the natural 
setting and using it as a vehicle of explanation is nothing short of impressive; deep 
contemplations of the human condition reflected in the natural surroundings is a consistent 
and recurrent technique in Frost’s pastoral writing, employed throughout his poetic oeuvre. 
The next poem to be addressed is titled “A Late Walk,” and in a similar manner to 
“My November Guest,” it is embedded into the autumnal atmosphere. The speaker laments 
the freshly mowed flowers and a wilted garden before the coming of winter. 
“A Late Walk” 
When I go up through the mowing field, 
     The headless aftermath, 
Smooth-laid like thatch with the heavy dew, 
     Half closes the garden path. 
And when I come to the garden ground, 
     The whir of sober birds 
Up from the tangle of withered weeds 
     Is sadder than any words. 
A tree beside the wall stands bare, 
     But a leaf that lingered brown, 
Disturbed, I doubt not, by my thought, 
     Comes softly rattling down. 
I end not far from my going forth 
     By picking the faded blue 
Of the last remaining aster flower 
     To carry again to you. 
On his short walk through the countryside, the speaker visits a “mowing field,” which has 
only recently had its grass cut. This is indicated in the lines of the first stanza: “The headless 
aftermath, / Smooth-laid like thatch with the heavy dew, / Half closes the garden path” (2–4). 
Frost uses the word “headless” to indicate that the flowers have been cut down by the hand of 
man. What is more, the word “aftermath”—which is normally used in the context of a terrible 
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incident—is combined with this “beheading”; the scene is described as if the field is still 
reeling from a tragedy, with freshly cut grass piled up so it is almost blocking the path. In the 
words of Deirdre Fagan, “Frost’s use of ‘aftermath’ partially suggests seasonal change and 
partially suggests an unnatural disaster. The word evokes humans’ responsibility, if not for the 
turned leaves, then for the headless flowers, for humans have mowed them down in the field” 
(193). The cooperation of the two words—“headless” and “aftermath”—enabled Frost to 
inject into the poem a fragment of his critical mind regarding the reciprocal human–
nonhuman relationship. 
The speaker moves on and finds himself in a garden of “withered weeds,” where even 
the birds seem “sober” and mournful. By the end of the second stanza, one can say with 
certainty that the speaker is describing an autumn countryside, and together with the birds, he 
laments the passing of summer and the cold, gloomy days drawing near. 
In the third stanza, the speaker observes the surrounding world and notices a bare tree 
with a single brown leaf still clinging to it. The brown colour is an unmistakable signal of the 
unfolding autumn season, and the leaves of other trees have already fallen; yet this one 
remaining leaf holds on and endures the change of season until the speaker looks upon it: 
“But a leaf that lingered brown / Disturbed, I doubt not, by my thought, / Comes softly 
rattling down (10–12). The leaf is subjected to the heavy burden of the speaker’s 
consciousness; at last, the leaf breaks away and falls to the ground, supposedly under the 
weight of the speaker’s sombre thoughts. Again, Frost uses a part of nature—the leaf—in 
order to demonstrate how the human condition can be projected onto it. Instead of delving 
into the infinitely complicated domain of human psyche, Frost simply states that the mental 
pressure of our thoughts can sometimes be overwhelming, and he elegantly depicts this with 
the falling leaf. 
In the fourth and final stanza, the speaker comes across a solitary “aster flower” not far 
from where he began his walk. With its shade of “faded blue,” it stands out from the rest of 
the withered brown vegetation. He plucks the flower from the ground to bring it back with 
him and present it to a person whom he holds dear. Since most of the aster species bloom in 
mid-autumn, when the colours of other flowers start to wane, one could argue that the flower 
symbolises the existence of life in death; nature’s beauty may yet be found in the midst of the 
dying environment preparing for winter. For the speaker, the aster flower may represent a ray 
of hope in the troubling times of his life. When the circumstances seem bleak, the bright glow 
of the flower reminds him that even the most dismal situations may be favourably resolved. 
Here, it is also interesting to note a touch of irony which Fagan identifies in her interpretation 
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of the poem: “The speaker, while melancholy about the loss of wild flowers, does not hesitate 
to pick the last surviving flower for his love, making this decapitation nearly as ruthless as 
those that disturb him. Ironically, this gesture is suddenly presented not as melancholy but as 
romantic” (194). This paradoxical reversal may also function as a critical remark of man’s 
self-interest. While the speaker does lament the wilted environment, he nevertheless expedites 
the vanishing of the nature’s beauty simply because it is in his interest to pick the flower and 
present it to his beloved. The speaker’s desire overshadows his concern for nature; man’s 
anthropocentric view of his natural surroundings thus returns once more. 
Frederick Turner writes in his essay “Cultivating the American Garden”: “Nature 
bears the weight of our activities, but in the long run renews itself and remains just as it was. 
Left to itself, nature settles into a balance, a rhythm, that is eternal and unchanging” (42). The 
cyclic rebirth of the natural world can never be equated with the man’s transient and linear 
time on Earth. Devoid of sentimentality, the environment is indifferent to man’s existence. 
The opposite, however, does not hold true; as it may be inferred from this poem, the human 
mind settles within nature to seek explanations and simplifications of its own intricate 
thoughts and emotions. As mentioned before, Frost’s implementation of the natural sphere 
functions as a vehicle through which humanity’s complex feelings may be better understood. 
The next poem to be addressed is one of the better known and cherished compositions 
of Frost’s poetry. “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening” (New Hampshire, 1923) 
portrays the speaker and his hooved companion on their way through a forest far removed 
from the clamour of the civilised world. In the dead of winter, they stop in their tracks, and 
the speaker pauses for a moment to gaze upon the forest’s pristine beauty as well as 
contemplate the duties he is yet to carry out. Before breaking down of the poem, I would like 
to emphasise Fagan’s suggestion that “[t]he poem is not simply a description of a natural 
scene but is about a person experiencing the scene” (318). In other words, the speaker’s 
musings inferred from the snow-filled woods constitute the essence of the poem. 
“Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening” 
Whose woods these are I think I know. 
His house is in the village though; 
He will not see me stopping here 
To watch his woods fill up with snow. 
My little horse must think it queer    
To stop without a farmhouse near    
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Between the woods and frozen lake    
The darkest evening of the year.    
He gives his harness bells a shake    
To ask if there is some mistake.    
The only other sound’s the sweep    
Of easy wind and downy flake.    
The woods are lovely, dark and deep,    
But I have promises to keep,    
And miles to go before I sleep,    
And miles to go before I sleep. 
As mentioned earlier, Frost’s verse is almost never complicated, and it would be 
unproductive to say that it is devoid of moral meaning owing to its simple structure and 
language. This poem convincingly demonstrates that no eloquent words or intricate metaphors 
are needed in order to awaken a multitude of subjective readings. Robert Faggen argues that 
“Frost himself had a genius for fooling people in his work with the appearance of both 
approachability and simplicity. […] Frost’s ‘rustics’ beguile and often baffle their 
interlocutors” (63).  
One winter evening, the speaker stops his horse and carriage in the woods during a 
light snowfall. The woods are owned by a person from a nearby village, but he is absent from 
the scene. The speaker says that “His house is in the village though; / He will not see me 
stopping here / To watch his woods fill up with snow” (2–4). The first stanza is significant 
because it illustrates the contrast between the remote wilderness and the province of human 
residence. It is true that the woods belong to the villager, signaling the material relationship 
between them, yet he is physically and mentally taken out of the natural landscape. Such 
removal of mankind’s protrusion allows the speaker—the experiencer—to meditate in his 
pensive mood with heightened awareness for the natural surroundings. 
In the second stanza, the total absence of human affairs perplexes the speaker’s horse. 
Here, Frost’s personification of the horse may be regarded as another instance of his literary 
apparatus describing human self-confirmation through the natural world. Fagan states that 
“[t]he speaker is projecting onto the animal a human concern” (318). She follows this with a 
more detailed explanation: 
The fact that the horse must think it queer points out that the workaday horse cannot 
be aware of the stillness and beauty of these woods. Nature is not aware of itself, and 
the horse, as a part of nature, is not aware of the setting. Humans, however, have a 
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special relationship to nature. They are both inside and outside of it, but they also can 
step back and reflect on their relationship. (318) 
By using the animal as the “carrier” of human consciousness, Frost is able to put their mutual 
dependency into words while at the same time displaying man’s empathetic disposition 
towards animals. With reference to the silence of nature in the human society, the horse can 
only show its uneasiness by ringing the “harness bells”; however, as the speaker is projecting 
his consciousness onto his companion, the animal is granted a certain degree of autonomy and 
the ability to speak for itself. For a fleeting moment, the animal—and therefore nature—is 
given a voice as strong as man’s. Since mankind views both animals and nature from the same 
human-oriented perspective, I would argue that the horse, although domesticated, still belongs 
to the natural sphere. The capacity of the human mind to give voice to mute animals and 
assign meaning to the impassive nature makes man unique in the realm of living beings. In 
this sense, man is always the solitary figure among countless silent animal species. The idea 
of man’s isolation within the natural world is one of the focal points of chapter three. 
The woods also hold a powerful sway over the speaker. The enchanting properties of 
the forest are already hinted at in the third stanza. Apart from the horse shaking his bells, “The 
only other sound’s the sweep / Of easy wind and downy flake” (11–12). This captivating 
potency culminates in the final stanza, when the speaker says that “The woods are lovely, 
dark and deep, / But I have promises to keep, / And miles to go before I sleep” (13–15). At 
first, he is distracted by the beauty of the snow-covered woods to the point where he forgets 
about his obligations; he is, however, soon roused from his reverie and once again faced with 
the grim reality and the responsibilities he needs to fulfil towards other people. The repetition 
of the final line serves as a constant reminder of the speaker’s duties to the world of man. The 
word “sleep” may imply a multitude of meanings, from the speaker’s weariness and a good 
night’s rest, to the more symbolical physical or spiritual deaths. It is in this wide range of 
interpretations that the true merit of Frostian pastoral poetry lies; John F. Lynen argues that 
“[t]he poet need not give the things he describes a specific symbolic content, since the very 
framework of contrast within which they are presented brings out their universal aspect” (24). 
Additionally, he says that “[Frost’s] invitation is really to a kind of vision, and this vision is to 
be understood through its implicit difference from the common view of reality” (22). How 
mankind pictures its “reality” by extending the moral values, traditions, beliefs and emotions 
onto the environment becomes the primary focus of Frost’s poetic creation, and it is through 
the aesthetics of nature’s processes that such human indications may be explored. 
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When reading poetry in general, one always tends to look for overt symbols, 
metaphors, and sophisticated moral principles underlying the structure of a poem. Reading 
Frost is no different in this regard: “The nature of his symbolism is such that the interpreter 
feels committed to extracting from his poems a general ‘message’” (Lynen 26). But for all the 
imagery of the human condition within the natural environment, Frost rarely establishes the 
exact referents of his metaphors; Lynen suggests that “in Frost the symbol, presented quite 
casually as an image, opens outward upon a vista of meaning. The vista does not have any 
definite terminus and in the farthest distance fades into vague areas of suggestion. What is 
definite is the line of vision, the direction” (27). In essence, this means that Frost places 
emphasis on the communal perception of the rural world (the “vista”) and how every person is 
able to derive from it their own set of ideas about their realities (the “direction”).  
2.2 The Fading of Nature and Man’s Detachment from the Natural World 
As established in the first part of this chapter, one of the reasons for Frost’s grounding of his 
poetry within the pastoral tradition may be found in the intrinsic beauty of the natural world; 
it has been adopted as a medium against which mankind’s experience and comprehension of 
its own reality is compared, with the final aim of this parallelism being the reconciliation of 
both spheres of existence. Yet I would argue there is a second purpose to Frostian 
pastoralism: a moral lesson that nature should not be taken for granted. As much as this 
statement has become a popular cliché and its force of meaning descended into banality, I 
deem it a significant part of Frost’s poetics; he was among the first poets of his time to 
approach nature poetry from the angle of preserving the environment not only for the sake of 
its aesthetics and value, but also because it plays a crucial role in humanity’s grasp of reality 
and self-assertion. Frost’s avant-garde philosophy effectively distinguished his poetry as 
revolutionary because “[i]t also contains the ecological consciousness which have [sic] 
practical significance in the modern world. This ecological consciousness works at three 
levels—the importance of the ecological system, humankind’s dependence upon nature and 
their harmonious co-existence” (Tripathi 133). Mankind’s view of nature is askew because it 
has—for a prolonged period of time in its history—been enjoying a status of superiority and 
comfort within communities removed from the natural world. In order to correct that view, 
Frost promotes a return to the rural world where man can regain a piece of his identity that 
has been lost through the years of prevalent anthropocentric philosophy. It should be 
mentioned here that man has never completely locked himself away from the vestiges of 
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nature. Great emphasis has been placed on preserving the intersections between the urban and 
natural spheres; these links can be found in the form of parks, gardens, terraces, ponds, 
backyards, and so forth. The broader sense for natural consideration and protection, however, 
has become dulled by the human-centred mentality which hides the importance of nature 
behind the veil of industrial progress. 
To better illustrate how the fading of nature has alienated man from experiencing its 
pristine beauty and restorative properties, I focus on the following three poems: “Dust of 
Snow” from the 1923 collection of poems, New Hampshire; “A Peck of Gold” from West-
Running Brook, 1928; and “Pan with Us” from A Boy’s Will, 1913. 
“Dust of Snow”  
The way a crow 
Shook down on me 
The dust of snow 
From a hemlock tree 
Has given my heart 
A change of mood 
And saved some part 
Of a day I had rued. 
In this uncomplicated poem of only eight lines, Frost is able to portray how a touch of 
nature is powerful enough to ground a person in a congenial and composed state of mind. The 
simplicity of the occurrence in the poem is reflected in its humble structure: the two extremely 
concise stanzas with the elementary ABAB rhyme pattern actually form a single sentence. 
From this perspective, the structure resembles something similar to a diary entry more than it 
does a complete poem. Such brevity is testament to Frost’s cleverness in choosing suitable 
words with which to convey the speaker’s shift in attitude due to the nature’s unexpected 
intervention. Deirdre Fagan says that this poem is significant because “it is yet another 
example of how Frost uses nature as an avenue to meditation” (100). Whereas nature itself 
does not provide any remedial properties for the human psyche, it is the human spectator who 
infers such effects from nature and internalises them for his own spiritual enrichment. 
Words from the first stanza such as “crow,” “dust” and “hemlock” for the most part 
bear negative connotations. Many cultures see the dark form of a crow as a portent of death, 
doom or fear: “The primary associations of these black carrion birds, not surprisingly, are 
negative, but there are some interesting favorable associations” (Ferber 167). While ravens 
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and crows are usually characterised by their habit of consuming the carcasses of dead animals 
and humans slain on battlefields, some more positive symbolical interpretations can also be 
found. In A Dictionary of Literary Symbols, Michael Ferber writes about the aptitude of such 
birds. He refers to the Genesis flood narrative and says that Noah sent out a raven in search of 
land (167). Ferber also identifies the two ravens at Odin’s side, one of the most prominent and 
worshipped deities among the Norse and Germanic gods. These ravens are named Huginn and 
Muninn—Thought and Memory—and thus symbolise great intelligence (169). 
The dust can also be associated with passing as in the phrase “Ashes to ashes, dust to 
dust.” Ferber mentions that man, or rather “human flesh,” has been created by the hand of 
God from the dust of the earth (43). 
Hemlock can be related to poison and toxicity, again symbolising something sinister 
and potentially lethal. The deadly properties of the poison hemlock—Conium maculatum—are 
apparent from the account of the death of Socrates, where the method of his execution was to 
drink a preparation which contained poison hemlock. In his writing the poem, Frost selected 
these words in order to frame the speaker’s pessimistic mood, although the way he uses them 
to reverse the atmosphere and lift the speaker’s spirits is proof of his greatness as a pastoral 
poet. 
The speaker reveals in the second stanza that the day has not gone according to his 
plans. But the occurrence of the crow shaking the “dust of snow” down on him and giving his 
“heart” a “change of mood” functions as an ironic reversal where these “ominous” words are 
actually given a rehabilitating effect. The reversal takes place because of man’s alienation 
from the natural world: “The materialistic and anthropocentric ideology overpowers all the 
aesthetic and sensible tendencies of human beings” (Grover and Kaur 140). Man is so out of 
touch with nature that such a simple event as a dust of snow falling on the speaker triggers a 
moment of clarity. At the same time, if one wishes to experience such an epiphany, they must 
necessarily be aware of the surrounding nature; thus the speaker is perceptive of nature even 
though he is firmly located within the human-centred sphere. 
Again, it should be stressed that neither the words themselves nor their connotations 
have inherent restorative properties. Instead, human observers of nature interpret them in our 
own unique ways based on the situations we find ourselves in as well as our current 
dispositions. As claimed by John F. Lynen, “[t]he only meaning one can find in nature is that 
imposed upon it by the human mind” (145). 
As a follow-up to “Dust of Snow,” a poem which already hints at the fissure in the 
human–nonhuman relationship, the poem “A Peck of Gold” deepens it further. Frost depicts 
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the city of San Francisco, California, where he spent most of his early years as a child, and the 
California Gold Rush of 1848–1855, which prompted a large stream of people all over the 
United States to migrate to this region in search of gold. The poem is a nostalgic account of 
Frost’s life in San Francisco with a touch of childhood innocence; however, I propose a more 
topical interpretation, where mankind’s greed becomes its own worst enemy, causing a 
rampant increase in the air pollution and the overall destruction of nature through mass 
migration. 
“A Peck of Gold” 
Dust always blowing about the town, 
Except when sea-fog laid it down, 
And I was one of the children told 
Some of the blowing dust was gold. 
All the dust the wind blew high 
Appeared like god in the sunset sky, 
But I was one of the children told 
Some of the dust was really gold. 
Such was life in the Golden Gate: 
Gold dusted all we drank and ate, 
And I was one of the children told, 
‘We all must eat our peck of gold.’ 
“Dust” makes a return as the very first word of this poem. Back in Frost’s time, San 
Francisco was not as densely populated and modernised as it is today, and what the speaker is 
describing here is how the wind would pick up the dust from the barren surrounding areas, 
which would sometimes envelop the entire town. The speaker goes on and explains that he 
“was one of the children told / Some of the blowing dust was gold” (3–4). As an innocent and 
naïve child, the speaker believed the rumours that what was really “blowing” in the air were 
particles of gold. For the purpose of this interpretation, I shall hold the notion of innocence 
close at hand as I further explore the poem’s motifs. 
In the second stanza, the accumulated “gold” dust “Appeared like god in the sunset 
sky” (6); here, in my opinion, Frost states that the concept of gold can rival religious 
institutions and moral principles—perhaps even supplant them. As a result of humanity’s 
overwhelming greed, gold itself has been assigned divine qualities. This idea of a golden god 
is followed by the repetition of the child’s innocence: “But I was one of the children told / 
Some of the dust was really gold” (7–8). In this religious context, the word “children” is given 
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other senses. It does not necessarily mean a pre-adolescent person, but an adherent of certain 
faiths. It may also denote uninformed, uneducated, or ignorant people, as well as descendants 
of particular groups or communities, such as the “children of Israel.” This way, the word 
“children” in the poem is assigned meaning extensions to encompass human beings of all age, 
beliefs and groups, while at the same time labelling them innocent, ignorant. 
Frost’s record of the landscape is without a doubt related to the region of San 
Francisco, which is re-asserted in the third stanza with the phrase “Golden Gate,” referring to 
the famous landmark of Golden Gate Bridge. Through a retrospective lens, Frost sketches the 
city as he remembers it from his childhood days. The crowded city streets and general 
commotion, polluted atmosphere, and the heroic stories about gold prospecting emerged in 
the wake of the Gold Rush. These features made a lasting impression on the poet, and by 
writing “A Peck of Gold,” he indulged in a feeling of nostalgia. 
The speaker of the poem says that “Gold dusted all we drank and ate” (10), meaning 
that the migration process did not turn out well for everybody: “Not that no one reaped great 
rewards during the gold rush, but clearly all did not have the same opportunities” (Fagan 274). 
In their search for gold, many families failed to prosper and teetered on the brink of poverty; 
instead of becoming wealthy, they had to live from hand to mouth, struggling with scarcity. 
However, the speaker says in the final line that “‘We all must eat our peck
13
 of gold’” (12). 
This line is particularly important because several interpretations may be inferred from it: 
first, those who are impoverished have hardly anything to eat; second, those who are rich 
consume poisoned food because of the polluted environment. But the overall message of this 
line is that everyone must now learn to live with the consequences they themselves 
engendered, and they all suffer from poverty in a sense that they are not enriched by nature. 
The people of San Francisco have alienated themselves from the natural world and even 
devastated it in the name of progress and material gain. 
Not only did the Gold Rush have a severe impact on the environment and the 
landscape, the Indigenous People of California also felt the consequences of mass migration. 
Paying no heed to the First Settlers, the sudden tide of white prospectors swept across the land 
                                                          
13
  According to the Online Etymology Dictionary, a “peck” of something may either relate to “the volume 
rather than weight of particular dry goods measured in bushels and pecks, where one peck equals a quarter of 
a bushel” or the word “food” or its more informal variant “grub.” 
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with a complete disregard for the old communities and their practices. Trafzer and Hyer say 
that “[t]he Gold Rush in California is part of the ‘Mining Frontier’ that opened the American 
West to white civilization, economic development, social advancement, and statehood. What 
is generally missing from these accounts are California’s Indians and the holocaust brought by 
miners to the First Nations of California” (xiii). With the arrival of foreign people also came 
various diseases which were unfamiliar to the Native Californians and expedited their mass 
genocide. Coupled with the general maltreatment of the Natives, targeted massacres of their 
communities, slave markets, and reservations, these were all factors which have driven the 
Native population to the brink of disappearance. 
Since the native communities understood how to live harmoniously with their 
surroundings and settled into a reciprocal rhythm with nature, the destruction of the 
environment also meant the eradication of their culture and lifestyle: “The Gold Rush brought 
white miners who summarily destroyed natural habitats, killing plants and animals while 
introducing more livestock and alien plants that destroyed the natural landscape of California” 
(Trafzer and Hyer 3). As nature was being eroded under the weight of industry, mining 
colonies and growing population, very little terrain was left untouched which the Natives 
could cultivate in their own terms. This resulted in poorer crop yields and overall fewer 
sources of sustenance for the Natives, often leading to starvation. 
For the final poem of this chapter, I have chosen to analyse “Pan with Us,” taken from 
the collection A Boy’s Will (1913). It laments mankind’s entrenchment in the modern world 
and its continuous marginalisation of the realm of nature, further opening up the chasm 
between the human and natural spheres: “The poem suggests a change in attitude toward 
nature and the rapidly changing landscape. All is urbanized and modernized, and nature is no 
longer magical […]. Nature has become barren, devoid of any kind of intention or 
personification, and we have lost touch with our pagan natures” (Fagan 268). Pan, the 
classical god of the wilds, fertility and music, finds himself estranged from a world very much 
unlike the one he used to command, and his instrument, the pagan pipes, have all but lost their 
enchanting melody. With Pan as the figurative embodiment of nature, Frost effectively 
illustrates humanity’s separation from their primeval home. 
“Pan with Us” 
Pan came out of the woods one day,— 
His skin and his hair and his eyes were gray, 
The gray of the moss of walls were they,— 
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     And stood in the sun and looked his fill 
     At wooded valley and wooded hill. 
He stood in the zephyr, pipes in hand, 
On a height of naked pasture land; 
In all the country he did command 
     He saw no smoke and he saw no roof. 
     That was well! And he stamped a hoof. 
His heart knew peace, for none came here 
To this lean feeding save once a year 
Someone to salt the half-wild steer, 
     Or homespun children with clicking pails 
     Who see so little they tell no tales. 
He tossed his pipes, too hard to teach 
A new-world song, far out of reach, 
For a sylvan sign that the blue jay’s screech 
     And the whimper of hawks beside the sun 
     Were music enough for him, for one. 
Times were changed from what they were: 
Such pipes kept less of power to stir 
The fruited bough of the juniper 
     And the fragile bluets clustered there 
     Than the merest aimless breath of air. 
They were pipes of pagan mirth, 
And the world had found new terms of worth. 
He laid him down on the sun-burned earth 
     And raveled a flower and looked away— 
     Play? Play?—What should he play? 
As the poem begins, Pan emerges from his woodland home to look upon the “wooded 
valley and wooded hill,” the untamed nature under his protection. The passing of time was not 
kind to him; Frost depicts him as an elderly hermit: “His skin and his hair and his eyes were 
gray, / The gray of the moss of walls were they” (2–3). The combination of the grey colour 
with moss truly emphasizes Pan’s age-old existence, and one can clearly imagine how the 
patches of grey hair cover his head and body like moss. However, with Pan’s old age arises a 
question which may vex the readers of the poem: how can a deity, such as Pan, grow old? The 
answer will become clear as I further examine the poem, so let us put the matter aside for the 
time being. 
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Standing in the gentle breeze and “pipes in hand,” Pan surveys the “naked pasture 
land,” the unspoiled natural landscape very similar to his original home, Arcadia. He is 
pleased that his eye does not catch a single trace of human labours in his realm: “In all the 
country he did command / He saw no smoke and he saw no roof. / That was well! And he 
stamped a hoof” (8–10). Pan’s abode is located deep in the forest, far off from the 
depredations of civilisation. 
Enjoying a calm and tranquil life, Pan lives in the woods by himself, though he would 
receive visitors on the odd occasion: 
His heart knew peace, for none came here 
To this lean feeding save once a year 
Someone to salt the half-wild steer, 
     Or homespun children with clicking pails (11–14) 
In a comparable manner to the poem “A Peck of Gold,” Frost’s use of the phrase “homespun 
children” symbolizes innocence and a lack of knowledge; people who now reside in towns 
have become disconnected from the natural world and fail to see beyond their materialistic 
aspirations. Frost hammers this message home when he also says that these children “see so 
little they tell no tales” (15). The luxury of civilisation has rendered them blind to the 
dynamics of the realm of nature. Harold Fromm writes in one of his essays: “It has been said 
again and again that modern Western man’s comfortable life amidst the conveniences of 
technology has caused him to suffer a spiritual death, to feel alienated, empty, without 
purpose and direction” (32). Such aimlessness and emptiness can be found in the modernised 
townsfolk described by Frost; however, as the poem progresses, it also demonstrates how this 
lost sense of direction is also projected upon Pan himself. 
In the fourth stanza, Pan “tossed his pipes” because the song of his instrument is not in 
cadence with the “new-world song” of the urbanised society. In the past, he would use the 
pipes to bring music to people and to remind them of their natural roots, but since mankind 
has lost the ear for the sounds of nature, the pipes have lost their purpose. Pan does not need 
them to remember his duties since a “blue jay’s screech” and the “whimper of hawks” are 
sufficient reminders. The fifth stanza only re-asserts the diminished potency of Pan’s pipes, as 
Frost writes that 
Times were changed from what they were: 
Such pipes kept less of power to stir 
………………………………… 
     Than the merest aimless breath of air. (21–22, 25) 
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 Returning to the indicated question of ageing deities and Pan’s wavering influence, the 
final stanza provides adequate answers. Regarding Pan’s status as a pagan god, Frost says that 
“the world had found new terms of worth” (27). Pan has aged because mankind’s belief in 
him has aged; pagan traditions died out in this new world governed by technology. In its faith, 
humanity creates divinity, and this otherworldly status once belonged to Pan and the natural 
world. But nature has long lost its divine pedestal, and its “worth” has been replaced by the 
anthropocentric values of civilisation. 
 As previously indicated, the lost sense of direction found in the modern man is also 
projected upon Pan. The repetition in the final line of the poem signals Pan’s blurred vision of 
his duties and uncertainty in his place in the world: “Play? Play?—What should he play?” 
(30). With his instrument devoid of power—as nature has been overthrown by modernity—he 
does not know anymore what song to play in order to stir the minds of people; Pan’s ideas of 
promoting nature have run dry. Deirdre Fagan observes: “Frost’s depiction suggests that times 
have changed irrevocably since the world of Pan. Pan is no longer with us; he has become 
internalized, a distant memory. Pan is no longer clear about his purpose” (267–268). As 
established beforehand, Pan is the personification of pristine nature; with Pan “no longer with 
us,” nature ceased to raise a sense of concern in the minds of people. 
So far, I have analysed six poems by Robert Frost: “My November Guest,” “A Late 
Walk,” and “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening” in the first section, followed by “Dust 
of Snow,” “A Peck of Gold,” and “Pan with Us” in the second section. There are several 
conclusions to be drawn from the subjects of each of these poetic works. In the true spirit of 
the pastoral tradition, Frost’s poems call forth the pristine and idyllic representation of the 
natural world in contrast with the urban settlements of human civilisation. Robert Faggen also 
claims that “Frost invoked the ancient mode of the pastoral, a symbolic landscape which often 
sets the world of contemplation of the rural against the tumult and sophistication of the urban” 
(25–26). Furthermore, the realm of nature serves as a setting for meditation and contemplation 
of the human consciousness; it is in nature that man can often overcome psychological 
obstacles and reflect upon his actions: “In Frost’s poems, people find themselves in 
confrontations with nature that are a cause for reflection and an opportunity for learning. 
Instead of depicting the effects of nature on human beings after a confrontation, Frost 
describes the process of working through a conflict with nature and resolving it somewhat 
satisfactorily” (Fagan 393). As a result of the human–nonhuman collaboration, man becomes 
enriched in the sense that he is able to expand his outlook by not only focusing on the 
 
 
41 
advantages and drawbacks brought by the modernisation of society, but also by finding solace 
for his mental woes in nature. 
Frost’s natural world is a panorama of symbolical references, offering numerous 
interpretations and clarifications. Within the range of all the referents corresponding to a 
particular symbol, it is difficult or even impossible to choose the one that is most prominent 
and should be given the greatest merit. John F. Lynen argues that “we can delimit the general 
area of meaning behind the symbol, but this area contains an indefinite number of referents, 
none of which can be chosen as the right one” (25). Since the symbolism is always implied 
and never overtly stated, the reader may arrive at a multitude of interpretations, but none of 
these interpretations may necessarily be taken as the most important one. The reader always 
searches for meanings within the scope of Frost’s pastoral mode, which delimits the area of 
his looking for referents. In “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening,” for example, he may 
look at the image of the snow-filled woods, the speaker’s horse, the villager’s farmhouse, or 
the implications of the word “sleep.” From each of these symbols, the reader can infer his 
own set of referents, but he must always do so within the context of Frost’s pastoral mode to 
avoid far-fetched contrivances. 
Frost applies to his poems a language of rustic simplicity with its down-to-earth tone 
and character. As can be seen from the scrutiny of the above poems, combining such language 
with the pastoral mode perfectly encapsulates the subject matter while at the same time brings 
the poems closer to the reader: “Robert Frost chose to use languages that stayed close and true 
to the experience in his verses and he was successful in bringing the realm of poetry closer to 
the hard realities of everyday life” (Su 1372). This simplistic language is enough for the 
reader to identify with the poems; there is no need for sophisticated or erudite expressions 
because their message could potentially be lost on the reader. In “A Peck of Gold,” Frost’s 
continuous reassertion that he “was one of the children told” may be considered “lazy,” but 
this repetition does not lessen the quality of the poem. On the contrary, it enhances the poem’s 
rhythmic structure and allows the reader to more easily discern different shades of meaning 
supplied by the same phrase. Another example of Frost’s simplistic verse can be found in the 
extremely straightforward “Dust of Snow.” The entire poem is composed of a single sentence 
with some very rudimentary vocabulary, and is written in the iambic dimeter—two metrical 
feet per line—which makes the poem very playful and concise. 
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Chapter Three: Human Coexistence with Nature and the Role of Animals 
Among the most prevalent themes in Robert Frost’s poetic work, we can regularly identify the 
conflict between the unrelenting natural forces and man’s struggle to weather this storm. As 
observed towards the end of the previous chapter, mankind’s “battle” against the currents of 
nature is ceaseless; every aspect of human life which deals with survival demands a perpetual 
need for contesting nature, for if nature should prevail over man’s resilience, it would spell his 
doom. In other words, humanity grapples with natural threats in order to secure its own 
survival. In this regard, John F. Lynen argues that “[t]his contrast between man and nature is 
the central theme of Frost’s nature poetry. Whereas Wordsworth sees in nature a mystical 
kinship with the human mind, Frost views nature as essentially alien” (145). 
In this chapter, I also consider mankind’s viewpoint and attitude towards the fellow 
creatures that inhabit the Earth. The primary focus is on the animals which appear higher in 
the hierarchical order of Charles Darwin’s biological classification of living beings. Man’s 
anthropocentric gaze typically gives far less value and attention to the species found lower in 
the taxonomic arrangement, while those higher up—which evolved to a much greater 
degree—are given considerably more recognition on the grounds of their cognitive capacity, 
sentience, and human–animal interactions. As some of the examples from the previous 
chapter have demonstrated, animals can become vessels of human consciousness through the 
use of personification; they often perform the roles of physical companions or represent 
models of psychological reflections for human personas. Anthropomorphism in folk songs is 
interpreted as a stylistic process and figure which emphasises the intimate connection of man 
with nature.
14
 Here, I extend this statement to hold true not just for folk songs but for poetry 
in general, since it has already been sufficiently demonstrated how the poetic device of 
personification allows for a deeper and more involved exploration of the workings of human 
consciousness. 
3.1 Human Coexistence with Nature 
A disparity stemming from mankind’s consolidation of its existence within the domain of 
natural constraints has always existed in the human–nonhuman relationship; however, such 
opposition does not justify humanity’s despoiling of the world of nature. While it is true that 
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 Paraphrased from Jožica Čeh Steger’s Ekokritika (119). 
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nature often interferes with man’s search for stability and comfort, he has become fixed on the 
goal of living as pleasantly as possible while his destruction of the environment has increased 
rampantly. Harold Fromm eloquently writes: “Western man does not generally live in fear of 
Nature, except when earthquakes or cancer strike, for he is mostly unaware of a connection 
with Nature that has been artfully concealed by modern technology. Almost every deprivation 
has its accessible remedy, whether hunger, cold, illness, or mere distance” (Fromm 32–33). 
Humanity is no longer merely fighting for its survival, but is actually shaping the world to 
satisfy its whims while pruning away at the realm of nature in the process. Fromm continues 
with a critique of the modern man’s constant transformation of the planet with the intention of 
building a world he would deem pleasant and beautiful: “If a need for transcendence does 
exist today […] it is in any case not the same need that formerly was so widespread. It is a 
need based on satiety and not on deprivation, and it does not seek a haven in another world 
but rather a more beautiful version of this one” (33). Put differently, fighting nature for the 
sake of survival is noble; eradicating it for the ever-increasing needs and obsessions of 
humanity is abhorrent. 
In this section, I will examine how Frost captures in some of the poems the strife of 
human consciousness in the face of the impassive natural background. He explores some of 
the ever-green issues, such as man’s perpetual need to assert his position and find a “home,” 
how to settle into a balance between the human-centred and natural realms, and how not to 
stray from the path leading towards further enlightenment. As we shall see once more, Frost 
digs into these concerns with the help of the allusions to the natural world and its abstract 
value in the eyes of humanity. The external influences of the outside world represent a 
constant threatening presence against which mankind must persevere. On the other hand, man 
is also able to draw considerable amounts of knowledge from nature by employing it as an 
instrument of his self-reflection: “Frost saw man becoming more ‘ego-centric’ due to his 
preoccupation and less ‘eco-centric’. […] Frost searched for an ideal reconciliation between 
the opposing claims […] and also between man and nature. Thus nature, to him, was at once 
harsh and mild and man’s relation to nature […] is both ‘together and apart’” (Ambika 1). 
Simply put, it is in the unification of both the human and natural spheres where Frost finds the 
perfect subject matter for his poetry. 
To begin, I shall take a closer look at the poems “The Road Not Taken,” “Tree at My 
Window,” and “On a Tree Fallen Across the Road.” These poems address the theme of 
humanity seeking its own place under the sun and identifying with the natural realm while 
displaying genuine concern for its preservation. I will first concentrate on analysing “The 
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Road Not Taken” from the collection Mountain Interval (1916) as some words have already 
been said about it in the beginning of chapter two. Since its publication, the poem has evolved 
to subsume a plethora of meanings and implications due to Frost’s poetic mastery, which 
allows the readers to invoke numerous interpretations. 
“The Road Not Taken” 
Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, 
And sorry I could not travel both 
And be one traveler, long I stood 
And looked down one as far as I could 
To where it bent in the undergrowth; 
Then took the other, as just as fair, 
And having perhaps the better claim, 
Because it was grassy and wanted wear; 
Though as for that the passing there 
Had worn them really about the same, 
And both that morning equally lay 
In leaves no step had trodden black. 
Oh, I kept the first for another day! 
Yet knowing how way leads on to way, 
I doubted if I should ever come back. 
I shall be telling this with a sigh 
Somewhere ages and ages hence: 
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I— 
I took the one less traveled by, 
And that has made all the difference. 
From the reading of the first stanza, one can easily discern the clarity of Frost’s 
bucolic language discussed in the previous chapter. As indicated, the poem’s explanations are 
manifold due to the mutability of Frost’s rustic vocabulary and transparent poetic structure. 
Every reader is capable of making sense of the poem according to their own interpretations; 
nevertheless, even if we internalise that “Frost’s intent is to portray a problem and explore the 
many different and paradoxical issues it involves” (Lynen 29), not all such renditions can be 
considered equally suitable. The very first line of the poem may be considered the prime 
culprit for engendering the vast number of analyses: “Two roads diverged in a yellow wood.” 
This line supplies a powerful visual image with which almost every reader can identify since 
they had surely been obligated to make a vital decision at some point in their life. Deirdre 
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Fagan says that “[m]any [readers] attempt answers such as ‘taking a different road from that 
of the masses’ or ‘being an individual’ or ‘finding one’s own road in life’. And while none of 
these answers would be altogether incorrect, they all reduce the subtle complexities of the 
poem to platitudes” (293). In practical terms, Fagan believes that in order to genuinely 
understand the nature of Frost’s poems, one must unearth the deeper shades of meaning of his 
poetry. Likewise, I shall also attempt to instead provide my own versions which are relevant 
for my inquiry into the above-mentioned subject of the union between humankind and nature, 
and their existing reciprocal economy. 
In the second stanza, the speaker reveals which path he ended up walking. Both 
seemed equally “fair,” yet he decided to travel the one which had a “better claim” on him and 
enticed him more than the other. The speaker admits that he probably decided on taking this 
road “Because it was grassy and wanted wear” (8). Here, it is once again apparent how the 
human mind projects its own ambitions onto the world of nature. Naturally, the forest road 
lacks the capacity to “want” anything since nature is inherently devoid of consciousness and 
therefore needs; in the scenario painted by the poem, only the speaker qualifies as the subject 
of desires. This notion of wanting can further be extended to incorporate mankind as a whole, 
representing its drive to conquer the unexplored and enigmatic portions of the land. The other 
meaning of the road “wanting wear” may be connected to the absence of human presence. As 
the path “wanted wear” in the sense that it missed the human touch, mankind gladly left its 
mark upon it. Once again, the centrality of man’s narcissism in the natural world is made 
visible from the implication that nature lacking the human element is not complete. Towards 
the end of the stanza, the speaker says that at second glance, both paths were equally worn: 
“Though as for that the passing there / Had worn them really about the same” (9–10). 
Whereas he does not mention what the extent of the wear was or where it originates from, one 
may argue that, in order for the roads to have existed in the first place, they had to be cleared 
through the forest at some point in the past. Furthermore, both roads seem perfectly passable 
since they are not overgrown by vegetation, which triggers the assumption that they had to be 
traversed quite regularly. Together, the clearing of the forest and the incessant usage of the 
forest roads suggest that the anthropocentric outlook has existed long before the first kernel of 
ecocritical consideration began to take shape, and has ever since continued without ceasing. 
The colour black makes a striking appearance in the third stanza. In the scope of 
Frost’s poetic oeuvre, black is commonly employed as the colour of death, decay, foreboding 
winter days, and so on. It is a menacing symbol, and in the case of “The Road Not Taken,” it 
stands for the premonition of mankind’s corruption of the forest. As the speaker was 
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pondering which path he should traverse, he observed that “both that morning equally lay / In 
leaves no step had trodden black” (11–12). What Frost is implying here is that the forest paths 
were not yet tainted by man’s encroachment and that whatever part of nature he comes in 
contact with is sullied and turns black as if it were dying. Fagan argues that “to know Frost is 
to apprehend the darkness in his poems as well as the light, and this darkness is evident in 
‘The Road Not Taken’ when it is read closely” (293). Fagan’s “darkness” can correspond to a 
wide array of meanings, including the black colour of the leaves in the “yellow wood,” which 
may, in turn, symbolise man’s contamination of the natural world.  
Not being able to travel both paths, the speaker says that he “kept the first for another 
day!” (13); he planned to return one day to discover what experiences the other road had to 
offer. However, the speaker is aware how quickly times can change, and says: “Yet knowing 
how way leads on to way, / I doubted if I should ever come back” (14–15). He was not certain 
that he would once again be put in that same situation where he could choose one path over 
the other; perhaps the choice would be no choice at all, and both roads might in the future be 
blackened by the footsteps of mankind. Within these final two lines of the stanza, the 
speaker’s resignation unravels: he had known that taking one path would prove an irrevocable 
decision which would surely lead to some permanent repercussions. Even before he has made 
his choice, he was aware that the finality of it would not allow him to retrace his steps and 
choose the other path.  
The speaker declares in the fourth stanza that he will, in retrospect, always remember 
the day when he had made his choice: “I shall be telling this with a sigh / Somewhere ages 
and ages hence” (16–17). Will this “sigh” be one of satisfaction that he was able to experience 
the unblemished road before the forest dwindled away on account of progress? Will it be a 
sigh of regret that another part of nature has succumbed to man’s depredations? Or will it be 
entirely unrelated to the human–nonhuman relationship but nevertheless bearing the burden of 
the speaker’s immutable decision? It is difficult to say what the sigh shall express; what is 
known for certain, however, is that the speaker shall not forget that fateful day for the rest of 
his life. In the closing line of the poem, the speaker says that his decision “has made all the 
difference.” Frost never elaborates on the meaning of this “difference” or what it relates to, 
and I would argue that it is not particularly important. Whichever road the speaker ends up 
choosing, it is all the same because every decision always makes “all the difference”; any 
road would have imposed its own set of trials and tribulations on the speaker, ultimately 
resulting in some irreversible consequences. In the end, mankind must do everything in its 
power so that the vanishing of nature will not be part of these consequences. As demonstrated 
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time and again, the natural sphere is a mirror of humanity’s self-assertion in the world; and 
without a mirror, there is no reflection. In other words, the destruction of nature equals the 
destruction of the human race. Because both the anthropocentric outlook—providing shelter 
and comfort from natural threats—as well as the affinity with nature are extremely important 
factors for man’s survival, the ultimate goal lies in the balancing of both worlds. To this end, 
Grover and Kaur argue that “the question is not whether to choose one [world] or the other, 
but how to manage one along with the other. The poem is suggesting as well as inspiring us to 
be conscious about the existence of nature and what it demands on our parts” (142). Put 
differently, humanity must always be respectful towards its surrounding environment, but at 
the same time, it must never abandon its own well-being. This compromise between human 
and nonhuman spheres is a widely discussed topic in the circles of ecocritical deliberations. 
Continuing the section with the poem “On a Tree Fallen Across the Road,” taken from 
Frost’s 1923 collection, New Hampshire, it more explicitly outlines the message of finding 
stability between natural preservation and mankind’s boundless aspirations. In the context of 
the thesis, this poem stands out from the rest because it is not so much a critique of mankind’s 
actions and behaviour towards nature but a tribute to man’s stalwart adaptability which 
remains undeterred in the face of its threatening powers. 
“On a Tree Fallen Across the Road” 
The tree the tempest with a crash of wood 
Throws down in front of us is not to bar 
Our passage to our journey’s end for good, 
But just to ask us who we think we are 
Insisting always on our own way so. 
She likes to halt us in our runner tracks, 
And make us get down in a foot of snow 
Debating what to do without an ax. 
And yet she knows obstruction is in vain: 
We will not be put off the final goal 
We have it hidden in us to attain, 
Not though we have to seize earth by the pole 
And, tired of aimless circling in one place, 
Steer straight off after something into space. 
Frost gives considerable voice and potency to nature in the first stanza. During a 
“tempest,” a tree falls across the road and obstructs the travellers’ path forward, supposedly 
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with the aim of reminding them of humanity’s place in this world. The speaker says that this 
interference on the part of nature does not exist only for the sake of barring man’s physical 
surroundings, but also reaches deep into the mind. He recognises that the role of the fallen 
tree is two-fold: first, it is not supposed “to bar” the way “for good,” but only slightly or 
temporarily; second, it is meant to “ask us who we think we are” (4), engendering the 
question: why does humanity presume to be the master of the Earth? Once more, this clash 
between the human and nonhuman realm is an example of nature providing insight and 
stirring the mind. The event of the tree fallen across the road implies no deeper meaning in 
itself; instead, it is in the human mind where the cognitive processes retrieve meaning out of 
this quite ordinary occurrence. 
Man is able to find some purpose in these natural events, such as a road blocked by a 
tree, if only he pauses for a minute in his pursuits and ambitions. The speaker muses in the 
second stanza that “She likes to halt us in our runner tracks, / And make us get down in a foot 
of snow / Debating what to do without an ax” (6–8). It is very emblematic of mankind that we 
are always in a hurry, always rushing in our ventures, while failing to appreciate our transient 
time on Earth. We never stop to look where we are, what we have achieved, or where we are 
going. Frost employs a synecdoche where the expression “runner tracks” stands for 
technology that allows us to blaze through natural obstacles with ease and at great speed. 
Sometimes, a slowing down of the pace is necessary, which grounds our place on the planet 
and makes us contemplate our past, present and future decisions. Robert Faggen writes that 
“Frost recognized in certain respects our apartness from everything but also enjoys poking fun 
at our pride in believing ourselves unique and morally superior to the rest of nature” (115). As 
humankind has been “blessed” (or “cursed”
15
) with the gift of consciousness, it crowns itself 
the sovereign ruling over “lesser” subjects. Still, man often forgets or disregards the fact that 
without these “subordinates,” he becomes nothing. 
 Curiosity and determination as human features make up the heart of the third stanza. 
The speaker says that nature “knows obstruction is in vain” (9); in the long run, nature will 
prove powerless to hinder mankind’s never-ending search for transcendence. Perseverance, 
according to the speaker, is innate in human beings: “We will not be put off the final goal / 
We have it hidden in us to attain” (10–11). The meaning of the phrase “the final goal” is not 
specified, but in my opinion, it indicates that mankind will always look for ways to surmount 
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any obstacles placed before it. Every such obstruction delays man on his path of reaching the 
abstract idea of the final purpose. Man will never stop fighting for his “final goal” because 
this objective has been envisioned inside his mind which is the ultimate pillar of humanity’s 
elevated status among other entities of nature. In other words, our mind is what makes us 
human, and our free will fuels the dreams and aspirations of mankind to the point of it being 
unstoppable. Even so, this tenacious pursuit of ambitions must be conducted without having 
to “seize the earth by the pole” (12), without completely subduing nature to our cause. I 
would even argue that if the natural world is fully repressed, humanity can never ascend to the 
plane of existence it is searching for. Because man will always be a part of nature, enslaving 
nature in the wake of progress would eventually beget our own downfall. 
 The closing couplet is a homage to the magnitude and grandeur of mankind’s 
ambitions: it is “tired of aimless circling in one place” (13) and will in due course “Steer 
straight off after something into space” (14). Frost is suggesting that man’s aspirations are so 
sublime the Earth will not suffice in his tireless chase of the “final goal”; the journey shall 
continue unremittingly, transcending the borders of the Earth, with “space” as the final 
frontier. Nonetheless, nature shall always remain that first and foremost boundary, the 
birthplace of all living and inanimate entities which must forever be kept close and looked 
after in order to not forget our roots and lose our humanity in the process. 
The last poem to be considered in the scope of this section is “Tree at My Window” 
from the collection West-Running Brook (1928). Written in a more contemplative tone, it 
deals with the unrests of the human mind. The speaker is woken from his sleep and gazes at 
the tree outside his bedroom window. As the branches lightly tap against the window pane—
much like a secret visitor in the night—the speaker is lulled into a meditative state; he 
compares the “outer weather” of the world to the “inner weather” of his consciousness. 
“Tree at My Window” 
Tree at my window, window tree, 
My sash is lowered when night comes on;  
But let there never be curtain drawn 
Between you and me. 
Vague dream-head lifted out of the ground, 
And thing next most diffuse to cloud, 
Not all your light tongues talking aloud 
Could be profound. 
 
 
50 
But tree, I have seen you taken and tossed, 
And if you have seen me when I slept, 
You have seen me when I was taken and swept 
And all but lost. 
That day she put our heads together, 
Fate had her imagination about her, 
Your head so much concerned with outer, 
Mine with inner, weather. 
The first stanza is significant in preparing the premise for the entire poem. The speaker 
seems to be directly addressing the tree outside his house: “Tree at my window, window tree, 
/ My sash is lowered when night comes on” (1–2). By inverting the syntax and employing a 
repetition within the first line, the speaker displays keen interest for the tree, effectively 
depicting it as the centrepiece of the poem. In the second line, the “sash” indicates an existing 
boundary between the speaker and the tree; in a broader sense, the “sash” represents the thin 
veil separating the human sphere and the realm of nature. In spite of this discrepancy, the 
speaker wants to remove this obstacle and utters a wish: “But let there never be curtain drawn 
/ Between you and me” (3–4). The speaker recognises the inherent value of nature for 
humanity, and decides to keep the tree in view by not drawing his bedroom curtains. With his 
vision of the tree unobstructed, he shall always be reminded of the significance of the natural 
world. Moreover, the speaker’s wish may also be interpreted as a desire to break through the 
boundary between nature and mankind; in this regard, the use of the personal pronouns in the 
final line creates an attempt to shatter this barrier as the speaker greets the tree as his equal.  
The sound of branches tapping against the window pane mesmerises the speaker in the 
second stanza. He slips deeper into his subconscious communication with the tree. The 
monologue culminates in the third stanza, when the speaker identifies with the tree as one 
would with a fellow human being; he says that he has seen the tree endure life’s hardships as 
it has been “taken and tossed” in the harsh weather. On the contrary, the tree “watched” him 
while he was in bed, “taken and swept / And all but lost” (11–12) in the battles inside his 
mind. The speaker can genuinely identify with the tree not because he regards the tree as a 
guide—which is the usual design of the natural world as a vehicle of human reflection that we 
have learned to expect from Frost—but because he thinks of it as a true friend and companion. 
Their point of convergence is the fact that neither of them is exempt from suffering; the tree 
struggles against severe gales and violent tempests while the speaker must weather the storms 
of his consciousness. 
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In the final stanza, by asserting the tree not as an instructor but as a companion, the 
speaker’s identification with the realm of nature is strengthened further. The speaker says: 
“That day she put our heads together, / Fate had her imagination about her” (13–14). What 
brings both subjects of the poem closer together is not “fate,” but rather the mutual adversities 
that intensify their bond: “Your head so much concerned with outer, / Mine with inner, 
weather” (15–16). Frost chose a tree as his grounding device because its figure is frequently 
considered as a symbol of perseverance, growth, and strength. In the case of the tree, these 
qualities are represented in its ability to survive the pressures of the outside world; in regards 
to the speaker, however, such fortitude may be found in his iron will to overcome mental 
obstacles. 
To put this section in a nutshell, the three examined poems—“The Road Not Taken,” 
“Tree at My Window,” and “On a Tree Fallen Across the Road”—address man’s 
preoccupation with finding a satisfactory way of coexisting with the powers of the natural 
world. This struggle for congruence lies at the core of these poems, yet each one of them 
brings some new aspects into consideration. “The Road Not Taken” makes us question the 
choices laid before us and how they create long-lasting effects on both man and nature. “On a 
Tree Fallen Across the Road” deals with the subject of human perseverance against natural 
hindrances that sometimes come our way. Not only is mankind able to cope with the 
indifference of nature and the undermining of our efforts, we are also able to transcend the 
limits imposed by the natural realm as we build new inventions and find fresh solutions. 
These novelties make our lives easier and more comfortable, but we must be wary of the costs 
they incur, especially when nature is forced to pay for them. Lastly, “Tree at My Window” 
makes a humble request that humankind cease to view nature as an adversary, but as a friend 
and companion with which we share the common world. 
3.2 Animals and Their Welfare in Frost’s Poetry 
In his career as a nature poet, Robert Frost—as discussed at length in chapter two—very 
frequently depicted the subjects of his poems situated within the realm of the pastoral 
countryside. Even if we recall his refusal of being a nature poet, saying that “he had written 
only two poems without a human being in them” (Fagan 295), another hallmark of his poetry 
comes to mind. Counteracting the extensive addition of human concerns, a feature to which 
no nature poet could ever turn a blind eye is the incorporation of the kingdom of animals. 
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Their presence in the poems and effects on the observers of provincial principles and moral 
attitudes cannot go unnoticed. 
Any person who has at some point come into contact with a wild animal in its natural 
habitat can surely confirm that such an encounter is completely unlike anything man can 
experience, for example, on farms, in towns and cities, or zoos which are, ironically, the 
dwellings of exotic wild animals. This is because the proximity of an untamed animal triggers 
in the human spectator an acute awareness which cannot be articulated and is almost 
impossible to recreate outside the realm of wilderness; experiencing the presence of an animal 
whose freedom and natural instincts have not been curbed elicits undivided attention towards 
this individual living being. What fascinates us is the animal’s feeling of autonomy, its 
harmonious existence with the flux of nature, and its utter independence from the human 
affairs. In a book titled Poetry and Animals: Blurring the Boundaries with the Human, Onno 
Oerlemans states that “[c]ontact with an animal produces a shock of surprise, recognition, joy, 
or fear, which is ultimately why this is such a consistent topic of poetry (and art in general)” 
(138). Poets are well-versed in portraying animals as mediums of symbolic meanings and 
inner moral teachings, much like they do with other elements of nature; in a similar way that 
the human mind retrieves meaning from various aspects of nature, animals are often endowed 
with emotions, wisdom, and morality. Unlike plants, flowers, trees, bushes and other 
vegetation, however, animals are highly evolved living beings with which humans sympathise 
to a much greater degree. The above-mentioned “shock” from the contact between a human 
and a wild animal transcends the presupposed ideas about the animal species as a whole; 
instead, special emphasis is put on the animal as an individual creature within its own 
environment: “Focusing on an individual animal induces one to wonder about the sentience of 
that animal and its singular perception of its world. Poems of encounter suggest the reality of 
the individual being rather than the species” (Oerlemans 138). We see the animal as an entity 
with which we evenly share the world, and in doing so, we again make an attempt at breaking 
through the invisible barrier between the human and natural spheres. 
For the purposes of this section dealing with the human perception and treatment of 
animals, I shall proceed by closely studying the following Frost’s poems: “The Exposed Nest” 
from Mountain Interval (1916), “The Rabbit Hunter” from A Witness Tree (1942), and “The 
Bear” from West-Running Brook (1928). 
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“The Exposed Nest” 
You were forever finding some new play.  
So when I saw you down on hands and knees  
In the meadow, busy with the new-cut hay,  
Trying, I thought, to set it up on end,  
I went to show you how to make it stay,    5 
If that was your idea, against the breeze,  
And, if you asked me, even help pretend  
To make it root again and grow afresh.  
But ’twas no make-believe with you today,  
Nor was the grass itself your real concern,    10 
Though I found your hand full of wilted fern,  
Steel-bright June-grass, and blackening heads of clover.  
’Twas a nest full of young birds on the ground  
The cutter-bar had just gone champing over  
(Miraculously without tasting flesh)     15 
And left defenseless to the heat and light.  
You wanted to restore them to their right  
Of something interposed between their sight  
And too much world at once—could means be found.  
The way the nest-full every time we stirred    20 
Stood up to us as to a mother-bird  
Whose coming home has been too long deferred,  
Made me ask would the mother-bird return  
And care for them in such a change of scene  
And might our meddling make her more afraid.  25 
That was a thing we could not wait to learn.  
We saw the risk we took in doing good,  
But dared not spare to do the best we could  
Though harm should come of it; so built the screen  
You had begun, and gave them back their shade.   30 
All this to prove we cared. Why is there then  
No more to tell? We turned to other things.  
I haven’t any memory—have you?— 
Of ever coming to the place again  
To see if the birds lived the first night through,  35 
And so at last to learn to use their wings. 
The speaker recalls the hot summer day when he and the child were compelled to 
shelter a nest of birds against the unforgiving heat of the sun and other perils that might be 
lurking about. Frost utilises the blank verse—one of his poetic specialities—throughout the 
poem in an attempt to mirror the regular speech pattern or a conversation as occurring in the 
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real world. In the scope of this poem, however, the reader observes a monologue rather than a 
conversation since the speaker—who I presume is in the role of a parent—does all the talking 
while the child never utters a single word, which shows the child’s total dependence on the 
adult person and their narration of the event. 
The first eight lines set up the background for the rest of the poem. According to the 
parent persona, the child would always be busy playing in the field, making up new ways to 
entertain himself. In childlike innocence, he would pretend that the freshly cut grass could be 
made to stand upright again: “I saw you down on hands and knees / In the meadow, busy with 
the new-cut hay, / Trying, I thought, to set it up on end” (2–4). Deirdre Fagan observes that 
this picture of a child attempting to “revive” the blades of grass is imbued with a hint of 
melancholy: “This image, while not as stark as what is to come, reveals a certain sadness. It 
points to a child’s desire to make things right” (109). This desire is made more profound as 
the poem progresses. The speaker would often join the child on the meadow, and together 
they would be lulled into a state of reverie: 
I went to show you how to make it stay, 
If that was your idea, against the breeze,  
And, if you asked me, even help pretend  
To make it root again and grow afresh. (5–8) 
These were the usual circumstances in which the speaker would typically find the child 
engaged in the exploration of the natural world. However, a dramatic reversal of the speaker’s 
tone soon rouses the reader out of the daydream. 
In line nine, the speaker changes the mood of the poem, and says: “But ’twas no 
make-believe with you today, / Nor was the grass itself your real concern” (9–10). The child 
was not preoccupied by playing with cut grass because something entirely different caught its 
eye: “’Twas a nest full of young birds on the ground / The cutter-bar had just gone champing 
over / (Miraculously without tasting flesh)” (13–15). The speaker does not hesitate to put the 
blame for the exposed nest on some sort of grass-cutting machine, implying that modern 
technological advances sometimes prove harmful to the world of nature. But more 
importantly, the speaker focuses on recounting how the child exhibited a sense of compassion 
towards the baby birds: “You wanted to restore them to their right / Of something interposed 
between their sight / And too much world at once—could means be found” (17–19). Here, 
Fagan’s comment on the “child’s desire to make things right” is truly demonstrated. The 
speaker helped the child take care of the birds, although he could not but feel as if they are 
strangers encroaching on the realm of nature; he asked himself whether the “mother-bird” 
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would return to her flock and “care for them in such a change of scene” (24), and if their 
“meddling” with the nest would “make her more afraid” (25), since it is a known fact that 
some mother birds will abandon their offspring if their nests are spoiled by humans or other 
bird species. Furthermore, when Frost implants the phrase “too much world at once,” he not 
only directs this thought towards the birds’ threatened lives, but also towards the child’s 
insufficient level of knowledge about worldly matters. Fagan says that “[t]he world is filled 
with hurt, and it must therefore be taken in slowly, a bit at a time” (109). Copious amounts of 
new knowledge may confuse the child, so intricate explanations and moral lessons about the 
course of life should be given to him in moderation to avoid misapprehension. 
Frost effectively juxtaposes the qualms articulated by the speaker with the child’s 
innocent unawareness; the child resolves to help the birds for the sake of their survival, but he 
is not yet mature enough to grasp the consequences of his decisions, which is where the 
speaker’s voice of reason comes into play: “We saw the risk we took in doing good, / But 
dared not spare to do the best we could / Though harm should come of it” (27–29). 
Disregarding the “risk” of inflicting further “harm,” the speaker and the child proceed to build 
a shelter for the birds because they felt obligated to intervene on behalf of the birds’ well-
being. 
After the nest has been sufficiently covered, the speaker says: “All this to prove we 
cared. Why is there then / No more to tell? We turned to other things” (31–32). A feeling of 
complacency settles upon the speaker and the child, and the charity of their efforts to protect 
the birds is diminished in two simple lines. Fagan remarks that “[t]here are several haunting 
messages embedded in the poem” (109), and that one of them is “the idea that all of the 
gestures of kindness are to ‘prove’ that one cares—as if it were something to be proved. The 
kindness is somehow lessened by such a judgment” (109–110). As the speaker and the child 
“turned to other things,” their disinterest signals that the problem of the nest no longer weighs 
heavily on their conscience; in their mind, they have done all they could and thus absolve 
themselves of any further deliberation. 
The next poem I would like to address is titled “The Rabbit Hunter,” first published in 
the collection A Witness Tree (1942). It concentrates on the descriptions of a huntsman and 
his loyal canine companion on the prowl for a forest hare. 
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 “The Rabbit Hunter” 
Careless and still 
The hunter lurks 
With gun depressed, 
Facing alone 
The alder swamps   5 
Ghastly snow-white. 
And his hound works 
In the offing there 
Like one possessed, 
And yelps delight   10 
And sings and romps, 
Bringing him on 
The shadowy hare 
For him to rend 
And deal a death   15 
That he nor it 
(Nor I) have wit 
To comprehend. 
Frost begins the poem by depicting the rabbit hunter as “Careless and still” (1). The 
huntsman is required to have a clear mind, to be undaunted, and to suppress his sympathy 
towards the hunted animals; he must possess all these traits if he does not wish to return home 
empty-handed. Put differently, he must be “detached from his actions and the harm he is 
about to bring” (Fagan 289). In a broader sense, the notion of “carelessness” may also 
castigate those hunting groups who view the hunting and killing of animals as a sport or a 
type of amusement. In the society governed by the anthropocentric ideology, everything is 
subordinate to human desires, demands and ambitions. Animals fall into a category upon 
which a high level of control is exerted in the scope of the human-centred world. The 
distinctive reliance of anthropocentrism on Darwin’s theory of evolution allows for the 
suppression, discrimination and exploitation of nonhuman beings and the environment; man is 
the absolute master and owner of nature.
16
 At every turn, the biological status of animals is 
second to humans: they are the targets of hunting parties; they are bred as livestock on farms; 
they are still used as beasts of burden in some parts of the world; and even if nurtured and 
                                                          
16
 Paraphrased from Jožica Čeh Steger’s Ekokritika (54–55). 
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kept as pets, they are to an extent subdued and cannot experience true freedom or 
independence from their owners. 
In opposition to the total domination of animals, some existing ethnic communities 
have always engaged in hunting as a way of providing sustenance and materials for clothing. 
They conduct organised hunts only when truly necessary. Their affinity with animals is built 
upon a special, almost ritualistic, kinship between the animals and their hunters. Even though 
such communities are very rare nowadays, their system of coexistence with the animal 
kingdom is significant for the ecocritical approach concerned with the amelioration of the 
animals’ position throughout the anthropocentric realm. One example of such ethnic groups 
are the Kluane First Nation People of the Canada’s Southwest Yukon territory. According to 
their beliefs, animals have a naturally given prerogative and moral status which must always 
be respected. If any animal is killed during a hunt, that animal should be thanked for its gift of 
meat and fur: “[The] Kluane people clearly see themselves as embedded in a web of 
reciprocal relations with the animals on whom they depend. By accepting the gifts animals 
make of their own bodies, hunters incur a spiritual debt that they must repay through the 
observance of a whole series of different ritual attitudes and practices” (Nadasdy 27). Such a 
relationship is much more spiritual from the one fostered by the hunting societies which 
organise trophy hunts for the sheer amusement of the partakers. The practice of hunting does 
not necessarily chip away at the human–animal relationship; it may also be thought of as a 
form of ritual, revealing a path towards a deeper respect for the animal kingdom in the long 
term. 
Turning back to the poem, the hunter’s rifle is “depressed,” which most likely means 
that it is lowered and pointing at the ground. Moreover, this adjective may also express a 
critique of the murderous potential of technological progress. As demonstrated before in “The 
Late Walk” and “The Exposed Nest,” machines can be destructive to the environment; the 
very purpose of weapons, however, is that they actually do “taste flesh.” 
Frost mentions that the hunter is “Facing alone / The alder swamps / Ghostly snow-
white” (4–6). Yet in the lines following right after, the reader can clearly see that the 
huntsman did not go into the woods by himself; the poet writes that “his hound works / In the 
offing there” (7–8). How does one elucidate this apparent contradiction regarding the hunter’s 
loneliness? The huntsman is evidently accompanied by his hunting dog, but I would argue 
that the poet chose to foreground a different type of isolation: one that does not pertain to the 
physical company of other humans or creatures, but rather man’s detachment from the natural 
world. In a close reading of John Berger’s book About Looking and the chapter “Why Look at 
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Animals,” Jonathan Burt says that “[t]his solitude is not a condition of man as a social being 
but man as a being in the world of animals” (207). Burt writes this statement with reference to 
Berger’s zoos and animals in captivity; however, I would argue that this notion of man’s 
apartness from animals may be observed in a wider and more general spectrum of human–
animal interactions. 
Frost describes the hunter’s dog as a “hound,” depicting him as a companion trained to 
seek out and kill wild animals. The hound acts “Like one possessed, / And yelps delight / And 
sings and romps” (9–11). He is thrilled to be on the hunt, but his “possession” brings out other 
shades of significance: One may argue that the hound has been “corrupted” by man and now 
serves as an extension of man’s wicked killing practices. Much like his master, the hound 
shows no mercy or remorse in his actions, 
Bringing him on 
The shadowy hare 
For him to rend 
And deal a death. (12–15) 
The way Frost uses the personal pronoun “him” within these four lines makes it hard to 
discern the agent of “rending” the hare and “[dealing] a death.” In their mutual goal of 
capturing and killing the rabbit, they have become an inseparable predator. 
The pursued rabbit is described as “The shadowy hare” (13) because it is hidden from 
the hunter’s sight. He is incapable of detecting the hare on his own, and instead relies on his 
hound’s tracking abilities to hunt the rabbit down. In other words, the huntsman is only able 
to capture the animal by taking advantage of another animal to sniff it out. Despite the fact 
that the hunter claims ownership over the hound, he displays utter dependence on his 
companion. Such reliance on the part of man again points to the aforementioned solitude of 
humanity in the realms of animals; the hunter cannot comprehend their world on account of 
his complete detachment from it. 
The hunter and the hound are the harbingers of demise, yet neither can grasp the 
notion of death. Because death is the great unknown that has forever vexed the realm of the 
living, all efforts to truly understand it are futile. Accordingly, the poet says in the final three 
lines that no living being can truly comprehend death. Jonathan Burt writes that “[t]he only 
thing animals share with man is death” (208). Nevertheless, Fagan argues that “[t]here seems 
to be […] some understanding on the speaker’s part that while we have little control over 
death, we should have at least slightly more control over the death blows that are delivered by 
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our own hands” (289). She counsels humanity to exercise restraint in the pursuit of its dreams 
and endeavours. 
For the final poem dealing with the status of animals within the anthropocentric world, 
I have selected Frost’s “The Bear,” published in 1928 in his collection West-Running Brook. 
The poem juxtaposes the freedom of an animal with the self-imposed entrapment of mankind, 
neatly showcasing the divide between us and them. “The Bear” is interpreted as the final 
poem of this section (and chapter) because it encompasses the themes of the isolating human 
condition touched upon in “The Rabbit Hunter,” as well as man’s inquisitive nature and 
penchant for research and exploration as seen in “On a Tree Fallen Across the Road” from the 
previous section. At the beginning of the poem, Frost illustrates the behaviour of a bear in his 
natural habitat. He then fixes the attention on humans and how we forego the visceral 
experience of the world, replacing it instead with the frenetic analysing of its every aspect. 
“The Bear” 
The bear puts both arms around the tree above her 
And draws it down as if it were a lover 
And its choke cherries lips to kiss good-by, 
Then lets it snap back upright in the sky. 
Her next step rocks a boulder on the wall    5 
(She’s making her cross-country in the fall). 
Her great weight creaks the barbed-wire in its staples 
As she flings over and off down through the maples, 
Leaving on one wire tooth a lock of hair. 
Such is the uncaged progress of the bear.    10 
The world has room to make a bear feel free; 
The universe seems cramped to you and me. 
Man acts more like the poor bear in a cage, 
That all day fights a nervous inward rage, 
His mood rejecting all his mind suggests.    15 
He paces back and forth and never rests 
The toe-nail click and shuffle of his feet, 
The telescope at one end of his beat, 
And at the other end the microscope, 
Two instruments of nearly equal hope,    20 
And in conjunction giving quite a spread. 
Or if he rests from scientific tread, 
’Tis only to sit back and sway his head 
Through ninety odd degrees of arc, it seems, 
Between two metaphysical extremes.    25 
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He sits back on his fundamental butt 
With lifted snout and eyes (if any) shut 
(He almost looks religious but he’s not), 
And back and forth he sways from cheek to cheek, 
At one extreme agreeing with one Greek    30 
At the other agreeing with another Greek 
Which may be thought, but only so to speak. 
A baggy figure, equally pathetic 
When sedentary and when peripatetic. 
The initial nine lines of the poem portray a convincing impression of a bear hugging a 
tree and pulling its branches closer to the ground in order to reach the fruit growing on it. 
Frost describes the bear as if it were a “lover” wooing the tree and “[putting] both arms 
around [it]” (1). Then, as one can well imagine, the tree branches snap back “upright in the 
sky” (4) as the bear loosens its grip. After the meal, the bear continues her search for a 
suitable hideout where she might build herself a suitable winter den: “Her next step rocks a 
boulder on the wall / (She’s making her cross-country in the fall)” (5–6). So far, nothing 
seems to be out of the ordinary in the course of natural things. The bear is engaged in its 
habitual day-to-day activities: seeking food and finding shelter. 
Yet Frost does not hesitate to foreshadow something sinister stirring at the heart of the 
poem: he says that “Her great weight creaks the barbed-wire in its staples / As she flings over 
and off down through the maples, / Leaving on one wire tooth a lock of hair” (7–9). The 
foreboding image of the “barbed-wire” and the bear ripping off a piece of her fur on the fence 
triggers a painful association: the barb wire represents the divide between humans and 
animals, and how this rift is sometimes forcefully imposed by man. Images of zoos and their 
unnatural portrayal of wild and exotic animals in artificially constructed habitats spring to 
mind. Animals are constrained to live within the confines of their cages, becoming a mere 
spectacle for human eyes. Whereas the “uncaged progress of the bear” (10) is lively, 
energetic, and exhibits a sense of purpose—as Frost indicates in the beginning of the poem—a 
“poor bear in a cage” (13) has been stripped of its vitality and has grown lethargic. Because 
the bear’s environment is now his prison, his natural instincts have been numbed, and the 
connection between the animal and nature has been forcefully severed by man’s “barbed-
wire.” 
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Zoos
17
 in capitalistic societies are the epitome of the commodification of animals, 
where the expectations of visitors are rarely met; the animals have been rendered passive by 
the very environment they are living in, and they seldom exhibit traits and behaviour 
characteristic of their species out in the wild. This process of passivation occurs because the 
animals are constantly kept under watch by human caretakers who also satisfy all the animals’ 
elementary needs. The primary connection of animals with the world of unrestricted nature is 
the missing factor which shapes their behavioural patterns. Without this link, the animals 
grow unmotivated, weary and apathetic not just towards the human spectators, but altogether. 
Randy Malamud writes that “[e]ven if [one] did go to the zoo, he would still not see what I 
consider to be a real giraffe, but rather a cultural stylization, simplification, distillation, of a 
giraffe; a sample of giraffe; a (stinted) representation of a giraffe” (29). An animal put on 
display in a zoo does not represent an archetype of its species, but instead a shell of its former 
self. Nowadays, perceptions and opinions about the purposes of zoos are highly conflictive. 
Zoos encourage scientists to carry out researches relating to the exotic animal species, which 
would be much harder to perform in the wild. Zoos are also advocated to be the sanctuaries of 
endangered species, where great effort and emphasis is placed on expanding their numbers in 
order to prevent extinction. Conversely, arguments against these facilities address moral 
concerns for the well-being of animals. As their freedom is replaced by forced captivity, 
animals may display deviant behaviour; some may become lethargic, others over-aggressive. 
 But the welfare of captive animals is still of a secondary importance; while it is true 
that they are given sufficient nourishment and safe habitats, their imprisonment and exposure 
to masses of people remain widely disregarded topics. In relation to the commodification of 
animals in capitalistic societies, Berger states that “[z]oos, realistic animal toys and the 
widespread commercial diffusion of animal imagery, all began as animals started to be 
withdrawn from daily life. […] The zoos, with their theatrical decor for display, were in fact 
demonstrations of how animals had been rendered absolutely marginal” (26). The animals 
began disappearing under the anthropocentric gaze of mankind and became tokens of 
appreciation only through commercialisation. 
To bring the poem back into focus, Frost’s comparison of mankind with the animal 
kingdom forms the nucleus of “The Bear”: he provokes the human–nonhuman disparity by 
                                                          
17
  Cf. Randy Malamud’s Reading Zoos: Representations of Animals and Captivity, especially chapters three, 
four and five, for a more thorough discussion about the zoos and how they are the exact opposite of what 
they purport to represent. 
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saying that “The world has room to make a bear feel free; / The universe seems cramped to 
you and me” (11–12). While the bear is able to enjoy the freedom granted to him by the 
“world” without having to question his existence, mankind cannot but feel “cramped” residing 
in the “universe.” In other words, man’s rational thought and deductive capacity actually 
confine him to a particular kind of cage: the prison of his mind. Here, I am referring back to 
the idea from the previous section that the gift of knowledge and consciousness may also be a 
“curse,” not only a “blessing.” Frost continues the poem by writing that man “all day fights a 
nervous inward rage, / His mood rejecting all his mind suggests. / He paces back and forth 
and never rests” (14–16). The comparison between an animal in captivity and a person 
battling with his mental woes cannot be overlooked. To further back up this notion, Robert 
Allen Palmatier argues in his book Speaking of Animals: A Dictionary of Animal Metaphors 
that “[t]he King of Beasts [lion] does not enjoy being kept in a cage at a circus or zoo. He 
paces back and forth, paws at the bars, charges at the onlookers, and roars with rage. People 
behave much the same way when they are denied participation in an event or are delayed in 
their participation” (60). In their sophisticated efforts to disassociate themselves from animals, 
people are, ironically, capable of displaying behaviour similar to caged beasts under certain 
circumstances. 
As the poem progresses, an increasing number of allusions to science and philosophy 
begin appearing: words such as “telescope,” “microscope,” “instruments,” and phrases like 
“scientific tread” and “metaphysical extremes” all draw attention towards humanity’s craze to 
explore every nook and cranny of the universe. As a restless species, humans are always 
looking for explanations, understanding and (scientific) solutions every step of the way: “And 
back and forth he sways from cheek to cheek, / At one extreme agreeing with one Greek / At 
the other agreeing with another Greek” (29–31). Finding solutions to self-imposed problems 
is our speciality, but Frost seems to mock our over-analytical approach to every aspect of life 
by saying that ours is “A baggy figure, equally pathetic / When sedentary and when 
peripatetic” (33–34). According to the poet, man does not become enlightened by his 
unquenchable thirst for knowledge; instead, we sometimes need to take a plunge into the 
unknown and let our minds drift without scrutinising every fragment of our existence. Frost 
also points out the extent to which human minds can clash with each other: the phrases 
“agreeing with one Greek” and “agreeing with another Greek” are the principal examples of 
man’s philosophical mind as it “sways” from one “extreme” to the other; they signal the 
divergent thoughts, opinions and beliefs of all mankind and how these different views give 
rise to constant disagreements and conflicts in the human relationships. 
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To recap, the first three poems of this chapter—“The Road Not Taken,” “On a Tree 
Fallen Across the Road,” and “Tree at My Window”—illustrate humanity’s capability to 
withstand the endless perils of nature. In the course of this never-ending struggle, man must 
be resilient enough to hold his ground and defend his legacy. Since nature is indifferent to the 
existence of man, he must do everything in his power to keep it at bay. Grover and Kaur state 
that “[i]n Frost’s poetic world, the environment is present not merely as a framing device but 
as a presence which determines the behaviour of the people living in it” (138). What the 
notion of people’s behaviour conditioned by the environment essentially means is that 
humanity has to fight for its survival. By representing a permanent danger to man, nature can 
also be seen from a different—albeit much more literary—perspective: John F. Lynen writes 
that “[t]he remoteness of nature reveals the tragedy of man’s isolation and his weakness in the 
face of vast, impersonal forces. But nature also serves to glorify man by showing the 
superiority of the human consciousness to brute matter. In this respect, nature becomes a 
means of portraying the heroic” (146). Persevering against nature without harming the 
environment constitutes a heroic act; but as soon as the natural environment is exploited for 
materialistic purposes, such behaviour transforms the celebrated hero into a contemptible 
villain. 
 In the scope of the second section of this chapter, Frost’s poems “The Exposed Nest,” 
“The Rabbit Hunter,” and “The Bear” foreground the position of animals amidst the system 
governed by the anthropocentric worldview. In the light of these poems, the domain of the 
natural world discussed in the previous chapter is given new depth: animals constitute another 
living and breathing part of nature, and each of the above poems considers a different 
standpoint of the human consciousness towards man’s fellow creatures. Onno Oerlemans 
claims that “[p]oets are drawn to reflect on encounters with animals because these experiences 
are deeply meaningful, and because that meaning is necessarily difficult to articulate, since it 
involves some attempt to understand the animal” (138). By “understanding the animal,” man 
also reaches further back into his consciousness since he makes an effort to also grasp the 
reality of species very dissimilar to his own. In a specific way, animals play a pivotal role of 
offering companionship to man; not only do they lend their unique abilities to aid man in his 
endeavours, they also function as another anchoring point of the natural world which enables 
man to consider and reflect on his actions. 
Mankind’s fondness of animals is manifested in “The Exposed Nest,” where the 
speaker discusses his and the child’s accountability for the welfare of the baby birds. An urge 
emerges within the parent and the child to restore the nest to a state as close to the original as 
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possible. The speaker tries to convince himself that they are doing what needs to be done, but 
feelings of uneasiness still surface within him; he cannot help but wonder if his and his child’s 
intervention in the natural affairs will prove more harmful in the end. This poem demonstrates 
genuine love and care for the animal kingdom, yet such kindness nevertheless originates from 
a specific source. The speaker and the child offer assistance not just for the sake of the birds’ 
survival, but also for their own peace of mind. In other words, the action of rebuilding the nest 
allows them to keep a clear conscience. 
The poem “The Rabbit Hunter” highlights a complete reversal from the safekeeping of 
animals shown in the previous poem. The huntsman and his hound are ruthless in the hunt for 
their quarry. Being trained by his master, the hound acts as an agent of human will; his natural 
aptitude for tracking down wild animals makes him the perfect hunting sidekick. 
Additionally, Jonathan Burt argues that “[t]he argument maintains that animals can be hunted 
and eaten, or tamed by the [human] as a resource, but their lack of a language marks them as 
irreducibly different from man. […] Yet in spite of this, and for no particular reason beyond 
the fact of a mutual existence, the parallel lives of humans and animals offer a 
companionship” (208). This statement by Burt initiates another topic: the solitude of man as a 
species, which is already hinted at in this poem. The hound is employed as a companion and a 
linking element that bridges the gap between the human and animal worlds, which are 
exclusive of one another. 
The theme of mankind’s solitary condition among other living species is intensified in 
the poem “The Bear.” As the only species capable of complex cognitive processes and 
symbolic thought, humans rely on their wits, awareness and knowledge to separate 
themselves from the realm of animals. In fact, it is the perpetual need to study and re-evaluate 
our environment that sets us apart from animals, which are incapable of preoccupying 
themselves with such intricacies. Berger claims that “[animals] are the objects of our ever-
extending knowledge. What we know about them is an index of our power, and thus an index 
of what separates us from them. The more we know, the further away they are” (16). Human 
consciousness thus drives a wedge between man and beast; man’s cognitive capabilities are 
the essence of what elevates his behaviour above that of animals. 
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Chapter Four: Colonialism, Wartime, and the Technology of Dread 
Robert Frost was no stranger to worldwide conflicts of human origin. As an individual who 
lived through both World Wars, the Vietnam War, as well as part of the Cold War, Frost 
established himself as an intermediary between the calamitous antagonism of mankind and 
the philosophical mode of poetry writing. Captured in some of his poems are the misery, 
anguish and tribulations wrought by humanity’s battles, pitting man against man on the 
grounds of underlying political, religious or economic agendas. Mass production of weapons 
and large-scale militarisation of nations would become a substantial competing factor in the 
upcoming wars of the twentieth century; the death toll of these extreme hostilities was thus 
exacerbated further by the technological advancement in all industrial fields. In the first 
section of this chapter, I will take a look at two poems by Frost which reflect on man’s 
colonial endeavours of conquering “vacant” territories and extinguishing the original settler 
communities and societies that tamed the land: “The Gift Outright” (A Witness Tree, 1942) 
and “The Vanishing Red” (Mountain Interval, 1916). The Indigenous peoples of America 
were deeply embedded in the historic landscapes of the continent. This connection was 
shattered by the Europeans’ “discovery” and settlement in the New World, which proved 
extremely detrimental for the American land and its ancient inhabitants. The second section 
employs a more general consideration of the human-engendered clashes that engulfed the 
entire planet. The universal use of newly invented machinery sowed fear in soldiers and 
civilians alike. Whereas all industrial fields witnessed immense innovation and progress, the 
extent of brutality visited by man upon fellow man surged as well. The devastation also left a 
significant mark on the face of the Earth, ripping apart the ground, eradicating forests together 
with their creaturely populations, poisoning rivers and lakes, and polluting the environment. 
In this regard, William Rueckert argues in his essay “Literature and Ecology: An Experiment 
in Ecocriticism” that “[s]ome of our most amazing creative achievements—say in chemistry 
and physics—have been our most destructive. Culture—one of our great achievements 
wherever we have gone—has often fed like a great predator and parasite upon nature and 
never entered into a reciprocating energy-transfer, into a recycling relationship with the 
biosphere” (119). There can, of course, be no “recycling relationship” between humanity and 
nature when one end of the chain falls into ruin due to its continuous annihilation. A 
“reciprocating energy-transfer” cannot exist as long as mankind contributes nothing but 
destruction while nature provides the source of our very existence. Frost’s poems to be 
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analysed in this regard are “Not to Keep” (New Hampshire, 1923), “Range-Finding” 
(Mountain Interval, 1916), and “A Soldier” (West-Running Brook, 1928). 
As a preliminary poem which heralds the topics of war and imperialism discussed in 
the two sections of this chapter, I would first like to focus on “The Flood,” published in West-
Running Brook in 1928. The poem forebodes “man’s inhumanity to man” brewing on the 
horizon, but it does not allude only to mankind’s warmongering and blood-shedding; “The 
Flood” also explores passionate human emotions, such as love and hate, and how they can 
surface in either a benign or spiteful manner. 
“The Flood” 
Blood has been harder to dam back than water. 
Just when we think we have it impounded safe 
Behind new barrier walls (and let it chafe!), 
It breaks away in some new kind of slaughter. 
We choose to say it is let loose by the devil;    5 
But power of blood itself releases blood. 
It goes by might of being such a flood 
Held high at so unnatural a level. 
It will have outlet, brave and not so brave. 
Weapons of war and implements of peace    10 
Are but the points at which it finds release. 
And now it is once more the tidal wave 
That when it has swept by leaves summits stained. 
Oh, blood will out. It cannot be contained. 
Frost draws heavily on the dark and appalling imagery of blood, which is present 
throughout the entirety of the poem. As a metaphor, blood stands for war, the fires of which 
have been stoked by the tensions between nations. In the first line, Frost says that “Blood has 
been harder to dam back than water,” suggesting that some conflicts cannot simply be ironed 
out; instead, they seep into the world, beginning with a trickle but eventually creating a 
flood—a full-blown state of war: “Just when we think we have it impounded safe / Behind 
new barrier walls (and let it chafe!), / It breaks away in some new kind of slaughter” (2–4). 
Try as hard as we may, some feelings of animosity are much harder to “dam back” than 
others, and their consequences bring about an inevitable “slaughter,” where blood is spilled in 
tremendous amounts. 
Man is not always prepared to take responsibility for his own actions; thereby, Frost 
writes that “We choose to say it is let loose by the devil; / But power of blood itself releases 
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blood” (5–6). Man is inclined to avert his gaze from the bloodshed of his own making; 
however, since “blood itself releases blood,” there can be no denying that the fault lies solely 
on mankind. Additionally, Frost is suggesting that once first blood is drawn, it will continue 
to exert its toll in a vicious cycle of hatred. Apart from the interpretation that blood equals 
warfare, it may also represent pent-up emotions of the human consciousness “Held high at so 
unnatural a level” (8). These feelings need to be kept under control in order to prevent 
undesired outbursts and ameliorate psychological anguish. 
As the constrained emotional pressure builds up, man must find a way to unburden 
himself. Consequently, the poem reminds us that “[blood] will have outlet, brave and not so 
brave. / Weapons of war and implements of peace / Are but the points at which it finds 
release” (9–11). Mankind is selective in its methods of “finding release” for the troubles of 
the mind: some people may take advantage of their aggressive sides, while others may resort 
to other, more amiable, ways. So long as there is an “outlet,” the subdued mental stress is able 
to be discharged and manifests itself in various forms, ranging from man’s belligerence 
during the times of war to the opposing virtues of charity, peace and harmony. 
In its liberation, “blood” will always leave a mark on the world, irrespective of the 
manner in which it is let loose. Frost seizes the image of a mighty flood as it swells over 
mountains, hills and countryside, echoing the Genesis flood narrative—the apocalyptic 
premonition that the world will end in a great deluge: “And now it is once more the tidal wave 
/ That when it has swept by leaves summits stained. / Oh, blood will out. It cannot be 
contained” (12–14). As the tides of war “sweep” over the land, the destruction wrought in its 
wake “stains” the landscape and nature. In other words, the adverse effects of man’s 
warmongering inflict collateral damage to the natural world. By either exercising restraint or 
implementing more dynamic solutions for the release of the suppressed emotions, humanity is 
able to cope with its own condition. The repercussions of the release will always vary, and in 
our dealing with the human condition, it is virtually impossible to account for them all. Bad 
blood between brothers and sisters, neighbours, fellow countrymen, societies, or nations 
cannot always be prevented, so humanity must strive to ameliorate its animosity and, in turn, 
its impact on both the human and natural realms. 
4.1 Mankind’s Colonial Endeavours 
With the foundations of the chapter set forth by the poem “The Flood,” I will now move on to 
the first section in which the predominant subjects of the two selected Frost poems—“The 
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Gift Outright” and “The Vanishing Red”—are the notions of imperialism and colonialism. 
Conducted by powerful western nations with the aim of seizing the “uncivilised” and 
“uncultivated” land for their intentions, the original Native settlers’ culture and presence was 
largely neglected. Since the laws and rituals of the Indigenous Peoples were not recorded in 
any way that the colonists deemed suitable or systematic, such as in writing, and since their 
technology was almost non-existent and their tools of cultivating the land extremely 
rudimentary, the standpoints of the western colonial nations were two-fold: they either saw 
Indigenous Peoples as crude and primitive societies who needed to be driven out in order to 
prevent further “inefficient” land utilisation due to their “ineptitude”; or the western nations 
presumed themselves to be the “saviours” of those lesser developed societies, bestowing upon 
them the gift of education and religion. In any case, the removal of the original settlers from 
their homelands is an inseparable part of the colonial history. With the help of the two above-
mentioned poems, I observe Frost’s standpoint on the topic of colonialism and the banishment 
of the First Nation peoples from their ancestral territories. 
 “The Gift Outright” is a poem that emphasises the importance of national identity, 
independence, and freedom to pursue one’s own dreams and make one’s own choices. 
Separating from the maternal land and culture to forge a new, independent nationhood is a 
long-lasting and arduous path; Frost uses the example of the American nation, and how, even 
across the vast expanse of the Atlantic Ocean, the first colonists of the New World still felt 
the grip of their European homeland. However, as the American national identity is born 
through hundreds of years of involvement with the land, Britain’s hold on her subjects 
weakened significantly.  
“The Gift Outright” 
The land was ours before we were the land’s. 
She was our land more than a hundred years 
Before we were her people. She was ours 
In Massachusetts, in Virginia, 
But we were England’s, still colonials,    5 
Possessing what we still were unpossessed by, 
Possessed by what we now no more possessed. 
Something we were withholding made us weak 
Until we found out that it was ourselves 
We were withholding from our land of living,   10 
And forthwith found salvation in surrender. 
Such as we were we gave ourselves outright 
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(The deed of gift was many deeds of war) 
To the land vaguely realizing westward, 
But still unstoried, artless, unenhanced,    15 
Such as she was, such as she would become. 
When the very first European explorers made landfall on the shores of the American 
continent, they could not ignore the pull of their original birthplace. The land expanding 
before them was strange and unfamiliar to what they have been accustomed to back in 
Europe, thus their sense of belonging could not have surfaced from the very beginning. Only 
through the gradual processes of discovery, occupation and acclimatisation would the roots of 
a changed national identity begin to grow. In the initial lines of the poem, Frost writes about 
the outlandishness of this newly mapped continent: “The land was ours before we were the 
land’s. / She was our land more than a hundred years / Before we were her people” (1–3). In 
his sentimental words, Frost lays bare the lengthy period of time that the first European 
colonials were required to spend residing on this territory, learning how to survive and cope 
with the dangers of the wilderness, as well as enjoy pleasantries which their home continent 
was unable to offer. Robert Faggan writes that “Frost’s ‘The Gift Outright’ continues the 
meditation on who and how we ‘possess’ the land and how it possesses us.” (17) During the 
slow process of adaptation, these settlers became “her people.” In other words, their previous 
national identity was transformed to a large extent, and they drew the influences that shaped 
their new identities from the very land they inhabited. 
As the American identity took hold in the colonists, they still questioned their 
communal spirit because of the ties that bound them to Britain. Frost explains this strife 
between two nationalities: On one hand, the colonists were still in the process of 
Americanisation, “Possessing what we still were unpossessed by” (6). On the other hand, they 
remained in the service of the monarch, “Possessed by what we now no more possessed” (7). 
Put differently, Frost illustrates the conflict between the nascent American patriotism and the 
legal duty of the colonists towards Britain. As the latter began losing prominence due to 
several factors, such as the sheer distance between England and its American colonies, their 
armed confrontations, as well as the altered self-identification of the European settlers, strong 
feelings of American patriotism steadily aroused within them. 
“The Gift Outright” continues to heighten the idea that old traditions encumbered the 
first European settlers and prevented them from profoundly interacting with the recently 
charted world. Frost suggests that “Something we were withholding made us weak / Until we 
found out that it was ourselves” (8–9). The reason for the weakness of the first colonial 
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inhabitants could be found within them: their perpetual reliance upon the European lifestyle, 
conventions and land ethics barred them from experiencing the autonomy offered by the 
American land. To draw an analogy, this would be like planting the seeds of a particular plant 
and expecting it to grow in an unknown soil just as it would on familiar ground. As the settler 
communities began to form on the foreign continent, so did the national spirit of their people. 
Eventually, they crossed the threshold and shaped a uniform American identity. By embracing 
this strange land, they were able to sever the link to their European cradles; in the poet’s 
words, they “forthwith found salvation in surrender” (11), suggesting that “salvation” may 
only be achieved by giving in to the natural currents of the land instead of “withholding” their 
genuine feelings of belonging to a specific place. By accepting the land as their new home, 
the first European Americans formed a deep connection and appreciation towards it, which 
allowed for a new national identity to emerge in due time. 
Regrettably, the “gift” provided to the settlers by the land did not come without a 
price. In a sense, one may argue that it was not a true gift after all since it demanded a 
sacrifice on the part of humanity in order to be received. By definition, a gift is something 
given to someone free of charge. Yet in the context of the new-born American identity, the 
human toll demanded by the American War of Independence (1775–1783), grave loss of life 
pertaining to the Native population, and division of their tribes and home territories, are the 
historical factors that leave us with a bitter aftertaste. With this in mind, Frost writes that 
“(The deed of gift was many deeds of war)” (13). I believe this to be one of the crucial lines 
of the entire poem because it encapsulates not just the battles fought by mankind on the 
theatre of war, but also the more concealed “deeds of war” which may not be apparent at 
once. For instance, both the American and British sides drafted slaves of African–American 
descent, as well as recruited some Native American tribes to serve alongside their armies. 
After the war was over, many African-American conscripts would be returned to their former 
masters or taken as prisoners of war; not all would be granted freedom on the grounds of their 
military service. The poem nonetheless seems to be downplaying the cost of human lives; line 
thirteen is delivered in parentheses as if it was something that should only be briefly 
mentioned. Interestingly, Frost seems to also avoid speaking about the presence of Native 
communities who cultivated the land well ahead of the arrival of European colonists. Instead, 
he chooses to honour the new American identity, forged between the colonial settlers and the 
land they “discovered.” Deirdre Fagan indicates that the poem is  
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Eurocentric, dismissing from the start any claim the Native Americans had to the land 
or any historical data concerning the first colonists’ ignorance of the land. It glorifies 
the new occupants and ignores the native inhabitants who had roamed the land freely 
before the colonists’ “discovery” of it, subsequent settling of it, and systematic 
extermination of those native inhabitants. (139) 
From my personal standpoint, I do not believe Frost was ignorant or dismissive of the 
casualties that the Indigenous Peoples of America suffered as a result of the colonial 
persecution. As the poem “The Vanishing Red” demonstrates in continuation, Frost did not 
close his eyes before the ill-treatment of the Native communities and the harm that befell 
them. Still, the poem begets a number of questions, such as: What exactly constitutes the 
American identity? If the land bestowed its “gift” to anyone who inhabited it, was the identity 
of the first Indigenous settlers not American? Did the American identity come into existence 
only with the arrival of the European colonists? Frost does not provide any definite answers as 
his poem is mostly a historical account of the British colonists settling down in the New 
World in a distinctly patriotic spirit. Much like the parenthetical thirteenth line, these 
questions are of little interest to Frost in terms of this poem; he observes the grand design of 
the American identity while the path to its realisation is only a means to an end. 
The “gift” is given by the land to whoever settles upon it, and its endowment 
corresponds to the forging of a new national—in this case American—identity. The 
groundwork for its emergence had been laid since the land existed, but it was up to the 
colonists to sever the ties to the old European traditions, and internalise the land’s vastly 
different living conditions. Of the agency of human subjects in relation to the land they call 
home, David Mazel states in his essay “American Literary Environmentalism as Domestic 
Orientalism”: 
Consider briefly what happens when people first enter a region and begin to speak of it 
as their environment […]. During this process the region so entered does nothing in 
particular to transform itself from terra incognita into environment; all that it does of 
its own accord is to continue being itself, in all its preexisting entities and processes 
and rhythms. What precipitates environment is rather the action of the entering and 
occupying humans: to have an environment is to have entered and remained. (139–
140) 
The expression “The Gift Outright” would then correspond to Mazel’s “preexisting entities 
and processes and rhythms” which influence how the people who entered the environment 
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internalise these notions as moral, philosophical and cultural guidelines. In other words, the 
land simply exists for the benefit of the inhabitants who themselves draw meanings out of 
their places of residence. 
 If “The Gift Outright” is a poem that deliberately tries to avoid bringing focus to the 
suppression of Indigenous Peoples under the engine of colonialism, Frost’s “The Vanishing 
Red” does not falter in the exposure of the cruelties suffered by the First Nations of America 
at the hands of white settlers. The poem’s title already brings attention to the red colour, 
relating to the darker complexion associated with American Indians, as well as signifying the 
pain and violence exerted upon the original inhabitants on the American ground. But as the 
poem unfolds, other, more personal, racial bigotry is revealed to the reader, ultimately 
fracturing the “sophistication” sought after by the human being. 
“The Vanishing Red” 
He is said to have been the last Red Man 
In Acton. And the Miller is said to have laughed— 
If you like to call such a sound a laugh. 
But he gave no one else a laugher’s license. 
For he turned suddenly grave as if to say,     5 
‘Whose business,—if I take it on myself, 
Whose business—but why talk round the barn?— 
When it’s just that I hold with getting a thing done with.’ 
You can’t get back and see it as he saw it. 
It’s too long a story to go into now.      10 
You’d have to have been there and lived it. 
Then you wouldn’t have looked on it as just a matter 
Of who began it between the two races. 
Some guttural exclamation of surprise 
The Red Man gave in poking about the mill     15 
Over the great big thumping shuffling millstone 
Disgusted the Miller physically as coming 
From one who had no right to be heard from. 
‘Come, John,’ he said, ‘you want to see the wheel-pit?’ 
He took him down below a cramping rafter,     20 
And showed him, through a manhole in the floor, 
The water in desperate straits like frantic fish, 
Salmon and sturgeon, lashing with their tails. 
Then he shut down the trap door with a ring in it 
That jangled even above the general noise,     25 
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And came up stairs alone—and gave that laugh, 
And said something to a man with a meal-sack 
That the man with the meal-sack didn’t catch—then. 
Oh, yes, he showed John the wheel-pit all right. 
A reader’s expected presumptions about the poem after reading the title would, in all 
likelihood, pertain to the disappearing of the Native American population in the aftermath of 
colonialism. To eliminate every shred of doubt, Frost introduces the first of the two central 
figures in the initial line, followed immediately by the other prominent figure: “He is said to 
have been the last Red Man / In Acton. And the Miller is said to have laughed— / If you like 
to call such a sound a laugh” (1–3). The dichotomy between the unnamed “Red Man” and the 
“Miller” already foreshadows the coming conflict. Being the only remaining member of his 
race in the town of Acton, his loneliness alludes to the racial extermination of the Indigenous 
Peoples across America. The Miller’s laughter is described as a cacophonous sound, bringing 
his underlying inhumanity to the surface. What transpired on that day in Acton is recounted in 
the poem itself, but Frost nevertheless writes that “You’d have to have been there and lived it. 
/ Then you wouldn’t have looked on it as just a matter / Of who began it between the two 
races” (11–13). The poet is insinuating that the matter was not only connected to the racial 
tensions between the white population and the Native Americans; supposedly, the hostility 
displayed by the Miller also had other, darker undertones. More on this antagonism is 
revealed in the second stanza. In regard to the title of the poem, Robert Faggen states that  
[t]he phrase “The Vanishing Red,” and variants such as “The Vanishing American,” 
had been widely used in North America for more than two centuries in reference to the 
racial extinction of Indians. Such phrases did not so much describe a statistical reality 
as express and justify attitudes and, eventually, policies from the mid-eighteenth 
through the mid-twentieth century. Behind the phrase lies a myth that the Indians are a 
vanishing race, disappearing before the advance of the white man. (81) 
While the Red Man’s entire community has been wiped out, not a trace of remorse can be 
found in the Miller, representing the scornful attitude of the white settlers towards the 
bleeding Indigenous communities. The only utterance the Miller is able to express is an 
unnatural chuckle, almost as if he revels in schadenfreude as the Red Man’s people drift 
towards oblivion. 
 The second stanza reveals more information about the animosity brewing within the 
Miller. According to the poet, he was “disgusted” by “Some guttural exclamation of surprise / 
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The Red Man gave in poking about the mill / Over the great big thumping shuffling 
millstone” (14–16). The “guttural exclamation” pertains to the Red Man’s alleged inability to 
produce coherent English sentences due to his lack of “proper” education, which effectively 
labels him a “savage.” But the exclamation itself is most likely not the source of the Miller’s 
outrage; what provoked him was the Red Man’s defiance against his silent and suppressed 
social position. Even though the Red Man might only have been murmuring to himself, the 
Miller marked him as insolent and arrogant without hesitation because the sound came “From 
one who had no right to be heard from” (18). The Miller also did not take into account the 
possibility that the Red Man may have uttered a sound of excitement and was actually 
astounded by the machinery towering before him. The only thing the Miller was capable of 
noticing was the Red Man’s overstepping of the boundaries imposed upon him by the society 
of white settlers, and his supposed judging of the mill. In a moment of feigned goodwill, the 
Miller invited the Red Man to inspect the mill more closely: “‘Come, John,’ he said, ‘you 
want to see the wheel-pit?’” (19). From the information gathered about the Native American 
and the Miller’s relationship so far, this invitation hardly shows any signs of benevolence. 
Also important is the fact that the Red Man is for the first time identified by his given name, 
John, restoring to him a piece of his individuality. On the other hand, no genuine Native 
American would be named “John” by his Indigenous group, suggesting that the name was 
imposed on the Red Man by the Christian authority. His identity is, therefore, not entirely 
authentic. Still, John had been just another nameless “Red Man” before the Miller called him 
by his name, which indicates the Native Americans’ insignificant social position and cultural 
value as far as the white folk are concerned. The Miller might have put on a friendly face in 
order to fool John with his false altruism. As the poem unravels, the final stanza reaches its 
peak with the Miller murdering John in cold blood. 
 The mill became John’s tomb as the Miller threw his guest into the “wheel-pit” and 
“[shut] down the trap door with a ring in it / That jangled even above the general noise” (24–
25). Faggen comments that “[t]he mill itself then becomes an instrument and figure of that 
extermination, one that hardly heralds progress” (82). Frost’s depiction of John’s ruthless 
murder in the mill’s interior sends a powerful message: If the mill is presumed to be the 
indication of both social and technological progress, then its symbolic image is perverted by 
the Miller’s despicable act, which shows a particularly retrogressive behaviour. In a truly 
modern society, the Miller’s conduct would never be tolerated, but rather condemned in all of 
its aspects. After the terrible act was done, the Miller “came up stairs alone—and gave that 
laugh, / And said something to a man with a meal-sack” (26–27). That same menacing cackle 
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is reported in the beginning of the poem, but only in the final line is its implication revealed. 
What the Miller actually said to the man carrying a meal-sack was: “Oh, yes, [I] showed John 
the wheel-pit all right” (29). In conjunction with the Miller’s invitation—“‘you want to see 
the wheel-pit?’”—this statement achieves an ironic, almost humorous effect that parallels the 
expression “be careful what you wish for, you might get it.” John’s death therefore seemed 
ironic to the Miller, which caused him to laugh in a peculiar way; whereas the Miller’s laugh 
is categorically villainous, it is also a display of his twisted humour. 
The racial discrimination and eradication of ethnic groups that are considered inferior 
to the supremacy of the white society chips away at the very soul of humanity; in a vicious 
development of the situation, the Miller became the instigator of a savage and twisted 
behaviour, distorting his own idea of a sophisticated culture and society. As John Donne 
wrote in his Devotions upon Emergent Occasions (1624), “No man is an island, entire of 
itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main; […] any man’s death 
diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind” (Alford 575). The Miller’s bloodshed 
neither reinforces his humanity nor fulfils his ostensible duty towards his own people, but 
instead “diminishes” his individuality as a person. For deliberately ending a life of a fellow 
man, the Miller is now less human than he was before. 
People have their own tolerances and prejudices, likes and dislikes, objectivity and 
bias, as is their right. However, there can be no justification for the concrete manifestations of 
such “preferences” other than their individual interests, desires and demands. People cannot 
act under the pretence of following the tenets of a system because we ourselves are the 
instigators of the system’s principles. In the words of Robert Faggen, “[The Vanishing Red] 
would have suggested to New England readers in particular that racial hatred and 
extermination were neither a thing of the past nor part of some grand process of racial attrition 
before the inevitable forces of progress but the sum total of individual acts of hatred and 
sadism” (82). It is the sheer number of these “individual acts” which make up the 
amalgamation that is then deemed to be the system which governs the operation of an entire 
society. The whole process begins at the level of an individual, and every person is therefore 
accountable for their own actions. Jeffrey Gray, Mary McAleer Balkun, and James McCorkle, 
the editors of the book American Poets and Poetry: From the Colonial Era to the Present, 
also point out that  
[t]he poem […] raises [the] myth of demise, its title invoking an imperialist ideology 
[…] that suggests the inevitability of the Native Americans’ passing as it seeks to hide 
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the violence that assured the removal of Native Americans […]. When we are 
confronted with the violence of the poem, however, that cover is lifted, and we get a 
view of the naked aggression that belies the myth. In other words, the myth of demise 
promoted by the title is undercut by the fact that in the poem we hear the story not of a 
“vanishing” but rather of a brutal murder. (217) 
Gray, Balkun, and McCorkle reiterate the importance of viewing individual acts of aggression 
in isolation instead of incorporating them in the network of prevalent ideologies. Such 
examination also prompts us to take a retrospective look at our history with the intention of 
learning about the previous causes that propagated human behaviour as we attempted to 
conceal them behind the veil of discriminatory public policies. 
Mankind’s hunger for progress proved to be an insatiable driving force that consumed 
the American land and its entire communities of Indigenous inhabitants. The primeval 
relationship established between the earth offering nourishment and a dwelling place, and the 
Native Americans’ knowledgeable cultivation of its soil was disintegrated by the coming of 
the Europeans colonists. In their search for fertile ground, vast uninhabited territories, and 
expanding influence, the destruction of the “recycling relationship” William Rueckert speaks 
of was inevitable due to the fact that the Europeans were total strangers in an unfamiliar land. 
Their mind was one of industrial and economic growth, and it overshadowed the pre-existing 
ancient values of the reciprocal human–nature relationship. Still, in the poem “The Gift 
Outright,” Frost glorifies the nascent American national identity, unmindful of the 
repercussions and the damage inflicted to the land and Native communities while it was 
taking form. Although Frost does not directly dedicate a single word to the First Nations of 
America who suffered greatly under the colonial oppressors, we as readers of Frost know of 
his implications in the line “(The deed of gift was many deeds of war)” (13) and its 
subsuming of all types of hardships deriving from mankind’s armed conflicts—including the 
vanishing of the Indigenous Peoples. 
Frost’s poem “The Vanishing Red” is a reminder of the brutality visited upon Native 
Americans by the white settlers and their descendants. Through centuries of racial and 
colonial oppression, the numbers of Indigenous inhabitants of America began to dwindle. Yet 
the poem does more than just remind; it calls for the re-evaluation of our unjust and misplaced 
feelings of prejudice. None other than the individual person can be held accountable for the 
actions he himself perpetrates; mankind cannot continue to vindicate its actions on the basis 
of some overarching ideology. Because the workings of a system begin with a single human 
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entity, it is crucial to learn from our past mistakes so that they will not be repeated in the 
future. Robert Faggen claims that we 
[t]oo often […] forget in reading Frost just how strong and complex his historical 
imagination is and just how deeply he was concerned with colonial issues and the 
many areas into which they extend. “The Vanishing Red” is indebted to—and 
embedded in—contemporary cultural discourse, and its lingering over the question of 
the removal of Native Americans and the myths that seek to suppress it means to 
provoke our deepest political feelings, to implicate us fully in our own history. (217) 
Humankind must hold itself responsible for its flaws and failings if we are truly “tired of 
aimless circling in one place” and want to “Steer straight off after something into space.”
18
 On 
our course towards betterment, we must be “implicated in our history” in order to more easily 
identify the wrong turns taken by our ancestors and make amends in their place. 
4.2 Wartime and the Technology of Dread 
Frost poured his thoughts about the worldwide armed conflicts into several pieces of wartime 
poetry and linked the subject matter of some of those compositions with the all-encompassing 
natural world. Although he did not serve as a trooper on the battlefield and never received a 
first-hand experience of real combat, his awareness and understanding of the reasons and 
costs of war is nonetheless profound. I have chosen three of Frost’s poems that would be 
relevant for the analysis in terms of humanity’s warmongering and the technological 
advancement of military armaments contrasted by the surrounding natural environment. Frost 
is able to touch upon the intimate topics of loss and grief as displayed, for example, in the 
poem “Not to Keep,” the intersection of the old and new ways of waging war, as in the poem 
“A Soldier,” as well as the broadly discussed themes of natural destruction wrought by war, 
articulated in the poem “Range-Finding.” 
The first of the three poems I consider in the frame of this section is “Not to Keep” 
from the 1923 poetry collection, New Hampshire. A wounded soldier is sent home from the 
war to recuperate and recover his strength. His beloved is rejoiced to have him back, but the 
war is not yet done with him; after his rehabilitation, he must return back to the frontlines to 
once again serve his country. The feelings of fear and anxiety pervade the poem as both the 
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man and woman realise that the soldier’s homecoming is an occasion too wonderful to be 
true. “Not to Keep” lays bare the duties of soldiers, who are seen merely as resources with 
which countries fight their wars, and the physical and psychological suffering of both soldiers 
and civilians—their families—brought upon them by the state of war. 
 “Not to Keep” 
They sent him back to her. The letter came 
Saying . . . And she could have him. And before 
She could be sure there was no hidden ill 
Under the formal writing, he was there, 
Living. They gave him back to her alive—   5 
How else? They are not known to send the dead— 
And not disfigured visibly. His face? 
His hands? She had to look, to look, and ask, 
‘What is it, dear?’ And she had given all 
And still she had all—they had—they the lucky!   10 
Wasn’t she glad now? Everything seemed won, 
And all the rest for them permissible ease. 
She had to ask, ‘What was it, dear?’ 
 
                                                        ‘Enough 
Yet not enough. A bullet through and through,   15 
High in the breast. Nothing but what good care 
And medicine and rest, and you a week, 
Can cure me of to go again.’ The same 
Grim giving to do over for them both. 
She dared no more than ask him with her eyes   20 
How was it with him for a second trial. 
And with his eyes he asked her not to ask. 
They had given him back to her, but not to keep. 
Before delving into the poem, I would like to clarify that the ecocritical element is 
present throughout, but not in direct connection with the natural world. This work by Frost 
falls under the category of wartime poetry, and ecocriticism does include war and its effects 
on both human and nonhuman nature in the scope of its consideration. One of the topics 
applicable to the ecocritical studies is the willingness of governments to throw away the lives 
of their own soldiers as if they were less than human—the tools at their disposal. This notion 
of exploiting human lives is what “Not to Keep” explores in its essence. 
As the poem commences, the discomfort felt by the woman—presumably the 
wounded soldier’s wife—upon receiving a letter from the front establishes a mood of deep 
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anxiety. In times of war, letters from the military addressed to soldiers’ family members 
represent moments of severe stress; they are usually seen as heralding ill news, most 
commonly the deaths of fallen soldiers and the circumstances in which they lost their lives. 
However, as the woman proceeded to read the letter, a wave of relief washed over her: “The 
letter came / Saying . . . And she could have him” (1–2). Notice how Frost cleverly inserts a 
pause which makes the reader hold his breath in anticipation together with the wife. Against 
all her expectations, her husband was alive; what is more, he had even been granted 
permission to return back home. Her exhilaration cannot be overstated because “she had given 
all” (9): With her husband enlisted into the army, the person she cherished above everything 
else had left her in order to serve his country in need. Upon his unexpected return, they both 
considered themselves extremely fortunate since it is fairly uncommon for a soldier to be 
allowed to prematurely return home from war and see his family. Furthermore, as her husband 
stood before her, alive, albeit suffering from a gunshot wound, she reaffirms their luck by 
saying that “still she had all—they had—they the lucky!” (10). The happiness she felt when 
she could once again embrace her beloved is indescribable. For a brief moment, the 
uneasiness introduced in the beginning of the poem dissipates and is replaced with bliss. 
The final three lines of the first stanza promptly eclipse the man and woman’s gaiety, 
reinstating a melancholic atmosphere: “Wasn’t she glad now? Everything seemed won, / And 
all the rest for them permissible ease. / She had to ask, ‘What was it, dear?’” (11–13). Even 
though she wanted to believe everything was back to normal, that “everything seemed won,” 
her intuition implied otherwise. In her uncertainty, she raised the question related to two 
different topics. First, the enquiry pertains to the soldier’s health status; she asked him about 
his injury in order to help him to the best of her abilities. He replied by describing his medical 
condition: “A bullet through and through, / High in the breast. Nothing but what good care / 
And medicine and rest, and you a week” (15–17) can heal. The other topic of the question is 
connected to her husband’s unfulfilled obligations; she asked him about his military duties 
and how they will affect their relationship going forward. For him, being wounded once was 
“enough,” yet the military requires that he sacrifices and bleeds more in the name of his 
country. After receiving the answer—which she may have been anticipating owing to the 
sombre air between them—she fell silent and “dared no more than ask him with her eyes / 
How was it with him for a second trial” (20–21). In exchange, the soldier answered “with his 
eyes” that he does not want to linger on the painful thought of their imminent separation. 
When the time comes to say their farewells again, both shall experience “The same / Grim 
giving to do over” (18–19). Her house will be empty once more and her thoughts filled with 
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the fear of her beloved falling in battle, while the military shall again demand that the soldier 
perform his duties before he is able to return to his family. 
Continuing the sequence of wartime poems, I discuss Frost’s “Range-Finding,” 
published in Mountain Interval (1916), in which the effects of the human conflict are 
diminished by the poet’s foregrounding of the natural world. The force of the struggle in the 
background makes an impact on the activities of various types of living beings that appear in 
the poem, such as the bird, the butterfly, and the spider. In a broader sense, Frost observes the 
calmness present in the realm of nature against a backdrop of the human-induced battle. 
“Range-Finding” 
The battle rent a cobweb diamond-strung  
And cut a flower beside a ground bird’s nest  
Before it stained a single human breast.  
The stricken flower bent double and so hung.  
And still the bird revisited her young.    5 
A butterfly its fall had dispossessed  
A moment sought in air his flower of rest,  
Then lightly stooped to it and fluttering clung.  
On the bare upland pasture there had spread 
O’ernight ’twixt mullein stalks a wheel of thread   10 
And straining cables wet with silver dew.  
A sudden passing bullet shook it dry.  
The indwelling spider ran to greet the fly,  
But finding nothing, sullenly withdrew. 
Before examining the meanings underlying the poem, let us first consider the 
implications of its title. According to the Merriam-Webster online dictionary, the first sense of 
the noun “range-finding” corresponds to “the determination of the range to a target by 
adjusting fire on it.” In relation to the evolving manner of waging war, firearms—and 
weaponry in general—changed combat with their deadly precision and stopping power. These 
instruments of war had to be calibrated in order to maximise their destructive potential. The 
second sense of “range-finding” may be uncovered by reading into the poem itself. The 
expression then takes on another meaning: determining the extent of the effects and outcomes 
of war in terms of both the human and natural costs. In other words, the poem explores the 
scope of the consequences of battle, measuring not only the travelling distance between the 
bullet and its target, but also the range of the effects of this bullet on nature as well as on 
human consciousness. Here, Frost employs a figure of speech—synecdoche—by referring to 
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the concept of war through the use of the word “bullet.” Pervading the essence of the poem is 
the dichotomy between the human domain and the natural realm of animals: as explained by 
John F. Lynen, “[t]he upland pasture contains two distinct worlds, the battlefield where the 
human struggle is played out and the realm of the bird, the butterfly, and the spider. Though 
man’s world is superimposed upon theirs, he cannot ever penetrate it” (155). Man’s lack of 
ability to “penetrate” nature does not mean he cannot destroy it but instead implies that he 
cannot destroy something which in its essence is not capable of comprehending death or ruin 
to an extent a human person is. Furthermore, man is the only species on Earth endowed with 
such intricate consciousness. It allows him to perceive the world on a much higher level of 
cognition: “Man’s consciousness of death shows how wide the human range of experience is 
compared with nature’s narrow confines. He thinks, he feels, he suffers, while nature only 
exists. Granted, the battle represents folly and cruelty, but it also represents man’s intense 
awareness of life” (Lynen 157). The poem can, therefore, also be considered an ironic 
commentary of mankind’s “folly”; in contrast to nature, man is acutely aware of death that 
looms over him, yet with his warmongering, he is its very perpetrator. 
During a skirmish, a bullet tore apart “a cobweb diamond-strung / And cut a flower 
beside a ground bird’s nest / Before it stained a single human breast” (1–3). As the bullet 
found its mark, it also damaged some parts of nature during its flight since the flower grazed 
by the bullet “bent double and so hung” (4). What is interesting about this poem is that it 
never attempts to draw the reader’s attention to the wounded or possibly killed soldier; 
instead, Frost only displays concern for the natural environment, illustrating how the 
belligerent nature of human beings affects the course of natural things. By fronting what 
Deirdre Fagan calls “the minutiae” of nature, mankind and its warfare is subverted by the 
natural world, which remains largely undisturbed by the bullet. Frost mentions several 
instances of the bullet’s impact on animals which promptly returned to their natural concerns: 
“And still the bird revisited her young” (5) in their unscathed nest; “A butterfly its fall had 
dispossessed,” but a moment later it “lightly stooped to [the bent flower] and fluttering clung” 
(6, 8); and “A sudden passing bullet shook [the cobweb] dry. / The indwelling spider ran to 
greet the fly, / But finding nothing, sullenly withdrew” (12–14). The animals paid no heed to 
the disturbances caused by the aggressive human behavior, indicating nature’s indifference
19
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  Turner’s words, which I quote in chapter two, are worth revisiting here: “Nature bears the weight of our 
activities, but in the long run renews itself and remains just as it was. Left to itself, nature settles into a 
balance, a rhythm, that is eternal and unchanging” (42). 
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(and ignorance) towards human struggles, the impact of which is thus diminished: “The 
human world of battle recedes into the background and becomes part of the general ecology 
of nature” (Faggen 123). Frost puts emphasis on miniature details, such as in the description 
of the butterfly’s “fluttering” and his landing on the broken flower, which further averts the 
reader’s focus away from the battle raging in the background. Nevertheless, the depredations 
of war cannot be neglected because the repercussions of humanity’s hawkish temperament 
generally manifest themselves in some form of natural destruction. From this viewpoint, the 
natural world represents the terminal field of battle upon which mankind’s wars are fought. 
For the final poem belonging to the scope of this section, I look into Frost’s “A 
Soldier,” found in the 1928 poetry collection, West-Running Brook. The speaker of the poem 
contemplates the price of warfare: he remembers a fallen soldier armed with a spear, while the 
technological breakthroughs began to shift the fortunes of war by introducing cutting-edge 
military weaponry which rapidly overwhelmed and superseded the old ways of waging war. 
The poem is a meditation on the value of human life in times of war, offering reflection on 
man’s destructive behaviour not only against his own kind, but against nature as well. 
 “A Soldier” 
He is that fallen lance that lies as hurled, 
That lies unlifted now, come dew, come rust, 
But still lies pointed as it plowed the dust. 
If we who sight along it round the world, 
See nothing worthy to have been its mark,    5 
It is because like men we look too near, 
Forgetting that as fitted to the sphere, 
Our missiles always make too short an arc. 
They fall, they rip the grass, they intersect 
The curve of earth, and striking, break their own;   10 
They make us cringe for metal-point on stone. 
But this we know, the obstacle that checked 
And tripped the body, shot the spirit on 
Further than target ever showed or shone. 
Frost begins the poem with a metonymy, comparing the soldier to his weapon—the 
lance. He says that the soldier “is that fallen lance that lies as hurled, / That lies unlifted now, 
come dew, come rust, / But still lies pointed as it plowed the dust” (1–3). The soldier gave his 
life in the war effort of his country, and will now forever rest in “dew” or “rust.” Yet the 
soldier’s lance “still lies pointed”; the spear is stuck in the ground, which implies that his 
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death left a permanent mark in this world. The lance thus serves as a reminder of the soldier’s 
duties and objectives, from which his descendants—the next human generation—are able to 
learn about his sacrifice. At the same time, this metonymy diminishes his humanity, 
transforming him into an instrument of death wielded at the whims of the government. Frost 
also seems to point out that we as civilians and onlookers of the brutal fighting during the war 
find it difficult to comprehend the necessary sacrifices that soldiers have to make in order to 
keep the peace. With this in mind, Frost writes: “If we who sight along it round the world, / 
See nothing worthy to have been its mark, / It is because like men we look too near” (4–6). 
These lines suggest that we are rarely able to look beyond the current state of affairs and 
perceive the actual reasons for the soldier’s death. Here, Frost makes an attempt to warn his 
audience that we should not take anything at face value; rather, we should always be watchful 
of the fabricated reality whose sole purpose is to deceive the public and prevent them from 
finding out the real truth. In other words, Frost advocates using our own mind instead of 
blindly nodding our heads in agreement to every “fact” that we are provided. 
 The poem also reprimands mankind’s recklessness and cruelty in terms of its acts of 
self-destruction. No one but ourselves is to be blamed for the atrocities which occur in the 
scope of war. Technology is turned into a weapon with which man strikes down other 
members of the human race. His propensity for bloodshed generates not just human 
casualties, but also results in the eradication of the natural world: “Our missiles always make 
too short an arc. / They fall, they rip the grass, they intersect / The curve of earth, and striking, 
break their own” (8–10). Hence, the technology of mankind “break[s] their own” people while 
simultaneously “rip[ping] the grass” and devastating the environment. Nigel Clark maintains 
that “[w]hat now stands for the formless, the unthinkable, the unfathomable—that which 
makes presentation itself quake and falter—is no longer nature’s most violent displays, but 
the brutality we visit upon ourselves” (96–97). The focus on determining large-scale 
calamities has shifted entirely. Natural disasters, such as earthquakes, floods, hurricanes and 
other occurrences are no longer the forces that are the most detrimental to human lives and the 
environment; instead, it is humanity’s own destructive capacity that brings the most harm. 
Clark’s quotation above also pertains to the villainy of Nazi concentration camps constructed 
during World War II by Nazi Germany. Between the years of 1941–1945, the extent of human 
maliciousness reached an all-time high. The massacre of the Jewish population in Europe 
reached a death toll of around six million people. Other ethnic groups, such as the Slavs and 
the Roma people were also targeted in the genocide. The victims trapped behind the fences of 
concentration camps were stripped of their dignity and individuality—in the eyes of the 
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perpetrators, they were no longer human. Up until this point, no event in the human history of 
warfare achieved such infamy as the ethnic cleansing of the Holocaust. The attempted 
legitimating of such mass killings dealt a heavy blow to mankind’s ethics and moral compass. 
By comparison with the spontaneous upheavals of the Earth—which no doubt inflict massive 
damage and cost human lives—the atrocity of the Holocaust is a planned attempt, a man-
made tragedy, to exterminate entire ethnic groups. 
In chapter one, I mention how the Great Lisbon Earthquake of 1755 spawned 
speculations about the origin of the catastrophe. At first, many considered the disaster to be 
divinely ordained; however, subsequent scientific research dispelled the belief that man 
somehow incurred the wrath of God, and that the earthquake was an episode of “purely 
earthbound causality” (Clark 89). In stark contrast, Clark also argues that “the abomination of 
the death camps radically eclipses the catastrophe of Lisbon, because it is a disaster of our 
own making. If we lost faith in a divine plan and the harmony of the cosmos at Lisbon, after 
Auschwitz what remained of the faith humankind had in itself was irreparably shattered” 
(96).
20
 While we cannot really speak about the erosion of nature in connection with the 
Holocaust, the dehumanisation of ethnic groups in the concentration camps at Auschwitz, 
Dachau, and other similar facilities throughout Europe left a terrible stain on the soul of 
humanity—one that shall never be washed out. 
 To go further yet, if mankind presumed that Nazi death camps were the pinnacle of 
human brutality, two more unmitigated military and environmental disasters unfolded towards 
the end of World War II: the atomic bombing of Hiroshima on 6 August, 1945, followed by 
Nagasaki only three days later. The sheer destruction inflicted by the nuclear bombs—at the 
moment of impact as well as over time—was unprecedented, which catapulted these events to 
the top of the list of crimes against humanity. In her book Evil in Modern Thought: An 
Alternative History of Philosophy, Susan Neiman states: 
The meaning of Lisbon was clear and immediate in 1755. For a good two decades 
after World War II, the conviction that limits had been crossed in ways from which we 
would never recover was captured more by the word Hiroshima than by Auschwitz. 
Atomic warfare disturbed the order of the universe, for it not only exceeded every 
                                                          
20
  Clark’s paraphrasing of another relevant author, Susan Neiman, and her book Evil in Modern Thought: An 
Alternative History of Philosophy (250). 
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prior limit to destruction but made complete and total destruction of life itself an ever-
present possibility. (251) 
The damage of the bombings was so extensive that it not only overshadowed the havoc of 
World War II and the previous battles of mankind; the atomic bombs ushered in a new era of 
warfare, one that some people considered to be the doom of our species and planet: the 
Atomic Age. 
Towards the end of the poem, the soldier, who was being controlled by the higher 
authorities of his country, is absolved of any culpability. What is more, Frost actually 
valorises the deeds of the soldier: “But this we know, the obstacle that checked / And tripped 
the body, shot the spirit on / Further than target ever showed or shone” (12–14). While alive, 
the soldier’s contributions were not considered grand, but in his death, they are cherished and 
celebrated. Even if the soldier falls and his aspirations are not achieved, the memory of him 
lives on within other people, transcending and outshining his earthly duties. In a more 
metaphysical interpretation, the soldier’s “spirit” is “shot on further” towards something 
unfathomable after his body is killed, meaning that it at last sheds the husk of this world and 
ascends beyond anything man is able to comprehend in life. It is only in death, then, that a 
soldier is granted true freedom. 
The three poems analysed in this chapter’s framework—“Not to Keep,” “Range-
Finding,” and “A Soldier”—may be summarised with some closing remarks. War touches 
all—soldier, civilian, animal, flower. Its ramifications are extremely broad, so man cannot 
forget that in their tendency to battle amongst each other, it is often the innocent people who 
endure the most pain and misery, with the surrounding environment also sustaining enormous 
damage. Through the introduction of new technologies into the array of military armaments, 
humanity’s self-annihilation as well as the eradication of nature is accelerated further. 
Whereas the advancements in the field of industry allowed mankind to improve their quality 
of life, it also expedited their destruction of the natural world. War alone has always been a 
calamitous aberration in which the nations bleed and suffer, but coupled with the 
implementation of advanced military technology at the turn of the twentieth century, the 
number of victims consumed in its flames has risen to unparalleled heights. Nevertheless, 
Frederick Turner writes: 
If nature, in our myth, is eternal, unchanging, pure, gentle, wise, innocent, balanced, 
harmonious, and good, then culture (qua technology) must be temporary, progressive, 
polluting, violent, blind, sophisticated, distorted, destructive, and evil. At its best, 
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technology is for us an [sic] euphoric escape from nature; at its worst, a diabolical 
destruction of it. Our ‘gut’ meaning for technology is machines of metal, oil, and 
electricity; we often forget that technology, strictly speaking, also includes the violins 
of Stradivarius, horsebreeding, handwriting, yeast baking, orchards, cheesemaking, 
and villanelles. (45) 
Alternatively stated, technology is put to use by mankind for either good or bad purposes, 
which depends on the manner of its implementation. In terms of military weaponry, 
technology sows death and destruction. But for the most part, humans employ technology for 
the betterment of their living standards: breakthroughs in the field of medicine allow us to live 
longer and more fruitful lives; improved possibilities of transportation go hand in hand with 
our “peripatetic” disposition; accelerated changes in agriculture provide food for our tables; 
ecological concerns and challenges are tackled with greater ease and accuracy; and so on. It is 
the responsibility of mankind to implement technology to the best of their knowledge. The 
question is, will technology be our “escape from nature,” or will it continue to “make too 
short an arc”? 
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5. Final Thoughts and Conclusions 
From Frost’s implementation of the pastoral mode, through humanity’s alienation from nature 
as well as the restoration of the human–nonhuman relationship, to the calamities of war and 
colonialism, I have discussed a panoply of ecological and ecocritical concerns with the aid of 
his various poems. Some of these issues already emerged during the poet’s lifetime, while 
others came into focus with the rise of the modern ecological and ecocritical societies. Since 
the development of these environmental groups, the anthropocentric philosophy has become 
contested by literature writers, poets and artists as well as people from other intellectual and 
scientific circles; they can all be referred to as environmentalists since they share the common 
goal of weakening the materialistic grip of anthropocentrism in terms of its rampant 
destruction of the natural world and the unsympathetic view of the animal kingdom. The 
prevalent doctrine of humanity has always been the subjugation of all nature to the needs and 
desires of human beings. If this is to change in the future, authors must continue to expose in 
their literary works the injustices that stem from such human-centred mentality. To this end, 
Glen A. Love encourages the production of literature concerned with environmentalism: 
the challenge that faces us […] is to outgrow our notion that human beings are so 
special that the earth exists for our comfort and disposal alone. Here is the point at 
which a nature-oriented literature offers a needed corrective, for one very important 
aspect of this literature is its regard […] for the non-human. While critical 
interpretation […] tends to regard ego-consciousness as the supreme evidence of 
literary and critical achievement, it is eco-consciousness which is a particular 
contribution of most regional literature, of nature-writing, and of many other ignored 
forms and works, passed over because they do not seem to respond to anthropocentric 
[…] assumptions and methodologies. In such a climate of opinion, for example, 
Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises, which is little occupied with ecological 
considerations, is widely taught in college classes, while his The Old Man and the Sea, 
which engages such issues profoundly, is not. (229–230) 
The principal question underlying the composition of such environmentally-oriented literature 
is how to produce works powerful enough to provoke and sway the minds of people to such 
an extent that they will attempt to make concrete changes in the material world. There exists a 
dichotomy between scientific studies, which actually impact the way ecological concerns are 
addressed, and the more passive humanities, which are only capable of alerting and teaching 
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the public about these ecological and ecocritical problems. Despite the conviction that literary 
contributions are hardly influential in regard to providing adequate solutions, Scott Russell 
Sanders promotes the importance of nature literature’s warnings and prognoses of the 
forthcoming consequences of the anthropocentric attitude: “fiction that never looks beyond 
the human realm is profoundly false, and therefore pathological. No matter […] how 
oblivious we may be toward nature, we are nonetheless animals, two-legged sacks of meat 
and blood and bone dependent on the whole living planet for our survival” (194). In other 
words, mankind needs to cast off its sense of pride and superiority, and begin to think more 
ecologically. By conducting such transformative behaviour, the path towards humanity’s 
enrichment would open up, revealing another goal to pursuit and maintain—the symbiotic 
relationship between the human and nonhuman spheres. 
 The human race itself is the greatest driving force in the destruction of our planet. We 
are capable of adapting to almost every obstruction nature puts in our way—usually by 
creating some kind of technological instruments or appliances. One major downside of this 
problem-solving is that humanity has lost its touch with nature; in their extensive urbanisation 
and modernisation of every aspect of their lives, mankind has shut itself away from the 
natural world. Consequently, we lost a piece of ourselves because humanity is and always will 
be a part of nature. That being said, man is still blinded by his anthropocentric stance and is 
unwilling to comprehend that the destruction of nature will eventually be his undoing. 
However, sometimes the human hand is enough to wreak havoc of unparalleled magnitudes. 
The worldwide disputes that throw the entire planet into a state of all-out war bear severe 
repercussions—unavoidable human casualties and the annihilation of the natural realm, which 
have both been exacerbated by the advancements in the area of military technology. 
 The atrocities of the Nazi death camps were a display of the extent of human 
viciousness. While the camps themselves have little to do with environmental deterioration, 
they are evidence of mankind’s crossing of all established ethical boundaries. If these horrific 
facilities represent the proportions of how far man is willing to go in order to attempt to 
exterminate the subjects of his own race, there is no telling of the degree of damage mankind 
is capable of inflicting on nonhuman nature. As mentioned in the second section of chapter 
four, the nuclear bombs at Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945 devastated both the human and 
natural spheres to extraordinary levels. The magnitude of naturally occurring disasters, such 
as the Great Lisbon Earthquake in 1755, cannot be compared to the ruin caused by the man-
made weapons of mass destruction. Nigel Clark argues that “[f]rom Auschwitz and 
Hiroshima, through the threat of cold war nuclear annihilation and the accident at Chernobyl, 
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onto AIDS, international terrorism and global climate change, the figure of the unpresentable 
has continued to shift—but it has rarely wavered far from the thematic of human-induced 
disaster” (97). Since the rapid progression in the fields of industry, the catastrophes have 
increasingly become associated with humanity and less with the workings of nature. That is 
why Clark claims that “the figure of the unpresentable has continued to shift”; the causes of 
the destructive events in which both humans and nature pay the ultimate price are nowadays 
more likely to be ascribed to humanity. 
Incorporating such acute matters in his prudent yet straightforward poetry, Robert 
Frost has catered to readers of all ages, nationalities and beliefs. He was also highly influential 
for a great number of literary writers, including one of the most prominent and inspiring Irish 
poetry writers of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, Seamus Heaney. The praise Heaney 
delivers in regard to the untamed natural world, the polemics directed towards the ethno-
nationalist turmoil in his home country of Northern Ireland, and the more abstract meditations 
on death and mortality brought him the 1995 Nobel Prize in Literature. Robert Faggen 
corroborates Frost’s profound influence and comments on his public reception:  
Frost experienced simultaneous waves of accolades and severe criticism […]. 
Nevertheless, his appeal to a wide audience and a great variety of readers, with strong 
and sometimes merely passing interests in poetry, philosophers, historians […] has 
diminished little since his death in 1963. Unlike most of his contemporaries, Frost has 
a readership that extends to school children and adults with no formal education in 
poetry. Those readers look to him as an icon of meaning and order in a chaotic world. 
(164) 
Among the intelligentsia of Frost’s contemporaries, his works are sometimes condemned for 
being too shallow in terms of their political content. In contrast, I would argue that these 
accusations of presumed frivolity are not accurate since we could infer a variety of national, 
racial and political implications from the ecocritical readings of Frost’s poems. More 
important, I believe, is the second part of Faggen’s statement. Even nowadays, Frost is still 
read by both “school children and adults with no formal education in poetry,” meaning that he 
was able to capture the hearts and minds of the common people. In October 1963—the year 
Robert Frost passed away—John F. Kennedy gave a speech at Amherst College, 
Massachusetts, and dedicated several words in memory of the poet’s contributions, which still 
resonate to this day: “When power leads men towards arrogance, poetry reminds him of his 
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limitations. When power narrows the areas of man’s concern, poetry reminds him of the 
richness and diversity of existence. When power corrupts, poetry cleanses.” 
If the mission and final goal of poetry (and art in general) is to produce it in such a manner as 
to have an effect on the nature of things rooted in the social and political matters, then Frost 
certainly accomplished it with his poetic oeuvre; he is indeed “telling this with a sigh / 
Somewhere ages and ages hence” to the people of a new generation. 
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Izjava o avtorstvu 
Izjavljam, da je magistrsko delo v celoti moje avtorsko delo ter da so uporabljeni viri in 
literatura navedeni v skladu s strokovnimi standardi in veljavno zakonodajo. 
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